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ABSTRACT 
 
HOW TO HIT THE GROUND: 
MOTION AND MEASUREMENT IN MOVING PICTURES BEFORE THE GREAT CRASH 
Will Schmenner 
 
Karen Redrobe 
 
On December 21, 1914, the Keystone Film Company released Tillie’s Punctured 
Romance, directed by Mack Sennett. Roughly seven weeks later, depending on where 
one lived in North America, D.W. Griffith released The Birth of a Nation (1915). For 
cinema and media studies, this moment launched the form of the classical Hollywood 
feature-length narrative—the roughly ninety-minutes to three-hour film that since became 
ubiquitous.  
The two movies, despite sharing a longer-than-normal duration, could hardly be 
more different. The Birth of a Nation purports to be history. President Woodrow Wilson 
was famously quoted as saying, “It’s like writing history with lightning.” Griffith 
carefully designed his broad overarching themes about race and gender so that they 
would drive the narrative. On the other hand, Tillie’s Punctured Romance pieces together 
a narrative that is often seen as secondary, at best, to the slapstick comedy animating the 
picture. 
My dissertation delves into this difference, which cannot be solely contributed to 
slapsticks desire to burlesque Griffith. By building up an argument from the forms that 
bodily motion took in the shots, across the edits, and in the narrative structure of Buster 
Keaton’s 1920s features, I argue that cinema and media studies needs to reconsider how 
it thinks about so-called non-narrative techniques and passive audiences. In short, Keaton 
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worked with the visual habits of his audiences to create a set of non-narrative techniques 
that make up the very narrative structure of his movies.  
By engaging with the bio-politics of bodily motion in the 1920s, Keaton was able 
to take the well-established visual habits of an industrializing America and tactically alter 
them to critique how bodies are moved and monitored, who controls the moving of those 
bodies, and who sets the understanding of efficient, permissible, and effective motions. In 
the context of The First Red Scare (1920 – 1921) and what John Dos Passos called “the 
deportations delirium,” Keaton’s comedy offered a more realistic depiction of how 
disjointed, contingent and chaotic the experience of everyday life could be. 
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Introduction  
A Cognitive Style for Cinematic Motion 
 
It is this contrast between power and prostration that implies the duality of human existence. Half 
winged—half imprisoned, this is man! 
 
To be impelled toward motion and not to be the motor! Action bears this out. 
 
– Paul Klee, Pedagogical Sketch Book, 1925 
 
 
How one moves and how one sees movement became critically important in the 
late 1910s and 1920s. In 1918, naval intelligence officers questioned Esther Cornell, a 
friend of the anti-war writer Randolph Bourne, for dancing on the beach. They accused 
her—an actress and dancer, inspired by Isadora Duncan—of signaling German 
submarines.1 In 1921 and 1923, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles Burke issued 
directives severely limiting dance on reservations. The directive incited strong responses 
from whites and natives, building into the 1920s Pueblo Indian Dance Controversy.2 At 
the close of the 1920s and after being exiled to the Soviet Union by the United States 
government, Emma Goldman related an incident that summed up her many years of 
agitation against authorities and systems, both capitalist and communist, which had 
attempted to control the motions of her body. It was later paraphrased: “If I can’t dance, I 
don’t want to be in your revolution.”3 At the same time, motion study and scientific 
management meet with enormous interest in the United States. Outlook magazine ran 
countless articles on how to make one’s daily life more efficient. At the close of the 
decade, the golfer Bobby Jones released a series of remarkably popular instructional golf 
movies for cinemas. They contained sequences of him golfing in front of a background of 
concentric circles and traced the motion of his golf club through the air with a white line 
	 2	
(fig. 1). Motion mattered in the 1920s. One’s self-determination was at risk. The stakes 
around bodily motion and its control could hardly have been higher. It caused 
disillusionment with American capitalism and Russian communism. Motion decided who 
belonged and who did not. It led to strikes and arrests and also to claims of a more 
productive, better future. Because motion mattered, mass culture audiences attended to 
how motion was depicted in the cinema. 
Cinema’s position as the site of both the recording of bodily motion and the visual 
processing of people and objects in motion placed it between industry and art, between 
labor and capital, and between order and chaos in a myriad of productive and 
contradictory ways. As early as 1916, the psychologist and film theorist Hugo 
Münsterberg maintained that “the quietness of some parts of the picture as against the 
vehement movement of others all play on the keyboard of our mind and secure the 
desired effect on our involuntary attention.”4 Later film theorists, including Theodor 
Adorno, Jean-Louis Baudry, and Laura Mulvey, have been similarly concerned with the 
control that motion pictures exert over their audiences, to the extent that some film 
theories have an ideal spectator that the film anticipates.5 When scholars focus on an 
audience’s resistance to a film’s control, the same theoretical framework generally 
prevails. An underlying assumption seems to be that cinema’s techniques for gaining an 
audience’s “involuntary attention” are universal and unchanging. This assumption is 
neither, or, rather, no longer, scientifically true, nor reflective of most of the ways that 
visual forms have been theorized. However, universal forms of cinematic motion can 
exist. They can appeal to a near-universal human visual system. And they can exist 
without those forms or that system remaining fixed and unchanged. For example, the 
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formal presentation of cinematic chases has changed enormously: in 1904, long shots and 
minimal edits were typical; in the 1920s, more linear and more frequent editing 
predominated (see chapter two); in the 1960s and 1970s, point-of-view shots became the 
norm, for example, in the chases in Bullit (1968) and The French Connection (1971). The 
forms of cinematic motion and the human visual system contain such rich complexity 
that the visual habits and accompanying forms that are privileged can shift.6 
Said another way, cinematic mass culture appeals to human biology and to the 
culture it is part of. It contains a built-in biopolitics, in the sense that Michel Foucault 
used the word.7 This biopolitics concerns how bodies are moved and monitored, who 
controls the moving of those bodies, and who sets the understanding of efficient, 
permissible, and effective motions. Unruly bodies were central to the two narrative 
structures that prevailed as cinema transitioned into a mass culture in the 1910s: classical 
Hollywood narrative features and comedic non-narrative features. These two genres 
made specific appeals to involuntary physical reactions—crying and laughing—and the 
bodies of their central characters often spun out of control.  
On December 21, 1914, the Keystone Film Company released Tillie’s Punctured 
Romance. Roughly seven weeks later, depending on where one lived in North America, 
D.W. Griffith released The Birth of a Nation (1915). Tillie’s Punctured Romance starred 
the corpulent and marvelous Marie Dressler (fig. 2) whose physical excesses and 
abundant strength wrecked havoc on Charlie Chaplin, Mabel Normand, and their shared 
surroundings. The Birth of a Nation, on the other hand, concerns the black Americans 
that exercised their political rights during Reconstruction. Within the structure of the 
movie, the bettering of America required that their rebellious black bodies be disciplined 
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and removed from the political process (fig. 3). The Birth of a Nation celebrates the Klu 
Klux Klan’s rise in the South and the end of Reconstruction.   
These two films helped a form—the feature length motion picture—become 
ubiquitous. Yet, in many ways, they could hardly be more different. The Birth of a Nation 
runs over 100 minutes longer than Tillie’s Punctured Romance. It purports to be history. 
President Woodrow Wilson was famously quoted as saying, “It’s like writing history 
with lightning.”8 Griffith carefully designed his broad overarching themes about race and 
gender so that they would drive the narrative. On the other hand, Tillie’s Punctured 
Romance pieces together a narrative that is often seen as secondary, at best, to the 
slapstick comedy animating the picture. It has neither an epic nor a historical sweep, and 
unlike the much-contested politics of Birth, Tillie’s Punctured Romance inspired no 
strong ideological or moral objections beyond the standard complaints about “frivolous” 
entertainment.  
As the film scholar Rob King’s work has demonstrated, this coincidental venture 
into six-reel—near to 90 minutes long—filmmaking was not an accident.9 Slapstick 
hoisted itself into the realm of feature-length filmmaking, in part, by burlesquing D.W. 
Griffith. This process of burlesquing Griffith was also a process of critiquing Griffith’s 
conception of history and morality. However, it was not enough to merely critique. 
Slapstick filmmakers wanted and needed their motion pictures to stand on their own. In 
order to make something more than satire, they had to bring slapstick into the realm of 
narrative filmmaking, with a wholly different approach to narrative.  
Scholars such as Jaqueline Stewart, Bambi Haggins, Ellen C. Scott, and Melvyn 
Stokes have addressed many aspects of the biopolitics of black lives and bodies in 
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Hollywood that The Birth of a Nation midwifed and has long stood for.10 The biopolitics 
of slapstick and its relation to the struggles of everyday life could benefit from a similar 
exploration. 
Slapstick’s comedic form gave it room to push beyond burlesque into aspects of 
modernity that Griffith could not as easily explore. In particular comedy could be three 
things much more easily than classical Hollywood narrative could: it could be social 
rather than moral; it could be, to borrow a term from the political scientist James C. Scott 
and the scholar of German Jewish humor Salcia Landmann, “a weapon of the weak”, a 
way of resisting the status quo rather than a means of bolstering it; and, depending on 
one’s belief in how ordered quotidian existence is, comedy could offer a more realistic 
depiction of how disjointed, contingent and chaotic the experience of everyday life can 
be.11 
By no means does the comic necessarily resist the system it is part of. Comedy 
can just as easily reinforce the status quo. As the philosophers Simon Critchley and Henri 
Bergson have pointed out, comedy can be about policing social boundaries.12 It is often at 
its meanest when it reasserts that the excluded are excluded. In those moments, the 
comic, to paraphrase a set up from the comedian George Wallace, “kicks a man when 
he’s down.” Wallace’s punch line—“Why shouldn’t I kick a man when he’s down? He’s 
that much closer to my foot!”—gestures toward the effort that slapstick filmmakers had 
to go to in order to build feature-length films that offered something more than a 
reassertion of the status quo. Some slapstick filmmakers pursued a social comedy that 
realistically portrayed day-to-day life well enough to rehearse what the philosopher 
Michel de Certeau calls “tactics of everyday living.” 
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For Certeau, tactics work in opposition to strategic thinking. Strategic thinking, the 
purview of the ruling class, shapes the environment, crafts the rules and regulations, and 
contains assumptions about cause-and-effect. Tactical action does none of these things. 
Those without political power use tactics to respond to an environment wherein the rules 
could change without their knowledge. Although those practicing tactics might agree that 
a given system of governance is broken, their response is not political. They do not 
advocate revolution and the assumption of political power. Instead, they respond with 
practical, daily interventions and subversions that allow them to wriggle free from some 
of the impositions of industry and the state.13 
Certeau’s conception of everyday living matters in the context of the 1920s because 
so many people at the time needed to find ways to make the motions they were compelled 
to go through their own. Salvaging little moments for one’s self each and every day 
required a resourcefulness and knowledge of the system. In the words of Certeau: 
 
…the goal is not to make clearer how the violence of order is transmuted into a 
disciplinary technology, but rather to bring to light the clandestine forms taken by the 
dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups or individuals already caught in the 
nets of “discipline.” Pushed to their ideal limits, these procedures and ruses of consumers 
compose the network of an antidiscipline…”14  
 
The word “antidiscipline” signals the importance of the work of Henri Lefebvre and 
further connects this particular definition of “the everyday” to 1920s slapstick. To return 
to the Paul Klee quote at the start of this introduction, Klee and Lefebvre share a belief 
that the conflict at the heart of everyday life is between power and helplessness. They 
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both turned to the tragicomic for concrete examples of the everyday struggles of life. In 
the forward to the second edition of The Critique of Everyday Life, volume one, Lefebvre 
authored a section on Charlie Chaplin. For Lefebvre, “Chaplin's first films may be seen 
as offering a critique of everyday life: a critique in action.” Chaplin presented a “genuine 
reverse image” of the bourgeois world. This idea comes out of Lefebvre’s comparison of 
Chaplin’s Tramp to Marx’s “discovery of the proletariat as a class.” In the bourgeois 
world’s attempt “to complete itself and close itself off,” the Tramp came to be—
emanated into being. Quoting, unconsciously, it seems, from The Great Dictator (1940), 
Lefebvre is careful to make room for the cinematic form itself, writing, “The relation 
between the Tramp and the bourgeois order is different to the relation ‘proletariat-
bourgeoisie.’ In particular it is more immediate, more physical, relying less on concepts 
and demands than on images.”15 For Lefebvre and Klee this physicality came largely 
from images of bodily motion.  
Slapstick had been focused on bodies in motion for years: in the cinema of 
attractions, in vaudeville, and in the two-reel shorts through which cinematic narrative 
emerged. As slapstick gained a larger audience and narrative structure became more 
important, motion often became tied to questions of self-determination. A gag in The 
Fatal Mallet (1914) directly referenced the Industrial Workers of the World with an 
IWW sign.16 Another bit of signage in Ambrose’s Nasty Temper (1915) requested, “This 
is a sweatshop, please sweat.” Throughout the 1910s, slapstick found ways to integrate 
bodily motion into the narrative structure. Yet it was not until Tillie’s Punctured 
Romance and The Birth of a Nation that slapstick responded to the stakes around this 
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integration and recognized how its approach to everyday life could extend to questions of 
history and morality. 
The challenge of narrative integration concerns the problem of legibility, which is 
a multifaceted problem. On one hand, slapstick had to avoid becoming too legible. Too 
much legibility and narrative order would align their storytelling with a teleological 
structure. To be clear, not all ordered storytelling is teleological. Yet, in the wake of 
D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation and decades of non-narrative vaudeville tradition 
slapstick could not easily adapt Griffith’s structure to their forms and content.17 On the 
other hand, too little legibility and their movies would be incomprehensible. Slapstick’s 
narrative techniques and content developed within a historical context where filmmakers 
had to grapple with this paradox of legibility. It did this by offering a competing way to 
structure narrative filmmaking, one that mixed comedy with strongly formal non-
narrative sequences that appealed to visual habits.  
Comedy’s capacity to be “the ‘most social’ form of dream-work,” as literary 
scholar Jim English has suggested with the help of Sigmund Freud, made cinema’s 
address of questions of self-determination ambiguous. As Freud pointed out, we often do 
not know what we are laughing at. If comedy creates community, as Bergson and 
Critchley have argued, it often creates it in unpredictable ways. Jokes often work with 
patterns of identification and subjective positioning, reinforcing them and undermining 
them in unexpected manners.18 Slapstick filmmakers paired laughter’s ambiguity with a 
formal structure built up from the period’s visual habits. 
Buster Keaton’s formal approach to narrative filmmaking, especially his creation 
of patterns that played to the visual habits of his time and his overt burlesquing of 
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Griffith, make him the central example of slapstick’s ability to critique the everyday. 
Although Lefebvre writes about Chaplin and not Keaton, Keaton illustrates more fully 
and completely how a comic, in the words of Lefebvre, uses “his body… [to create] a 
social relation with the material world and the social world,” and how he does this by 
establishing and upending “fixed patterns of behavior.”19 For this reason, the organizing 
figure and filmmaker within this dissertation is Buster Keaton. 
Lefebvre’s section on Chaplin was also a section on Bertolt Brecht. He wrote 
about Chaplin and Brecht in 1956, a few months after Brecht had passed away and three 
years after Chaplin had been badgered by the FBI into not returning to the United States. 
Chaplin and Brecht had also both been subpoenaed to testify before Congress about their 
possible communist leanings. Neither had been a member of the Communist Party. They 
were not just fresh in Lefebvre’s mind, they were compatriots, fellow outcasts—like 
Emma Goldman—Marxists without a party. If Lefebvre had known that Keaton, for 
example, had made The Navigator (1924) with the same ship that had deported Emma 
Goldman to Soviet Russia in 1919, he might have looked more closely at Keaton’s 
motion pictures. At least when it came to representing the everyday, Lefebvre had 
another fellow traveler in Keaton. 
Keaton borrowed his strong formal structure from the aesthetics of scientific 
management, which had borrowed them in turn from the science of work and Etienne-
Jules Marey. Keaton took scientific management’s aesthetic of legible motion within the 
frame and, using edits, created patterns and narrative structures that he could, within the 
moment, subvert and overturn. This use of the formal structure of the system to flummox 
imposed legibility constitutes, in the words James C. Scott, a weapon of the weak.20 As 
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Certeau claimed, these tactics are “multiform and fragmentary, … insinuated into and 
concealed with devices whose mode of usage they constitute, and thus lacking their own 
ideologies or institutions.”21 The language of Certeau and Scott is useful here because 
there is no unified working class at this moment in history of the United States. A whole 
host of historical variables, including slavery, the American Civil War, immigration and 
the nature of industrialization in America meant that the United States did not have a 
politically unified class system.22 In the 1910s and the 1920s, in particular, the working 
class fractured over numerous political issues. Voters of any class could find potential 
political representation in the socialism of Eugene Debs, the anti-monopoly and anti-war 
sentiments of former Republican, now Progressive “Fighting” Bob La Follette, and the 
pro-some-unions platform of Woodrow Wilson and the Democratic Party, or, especially 
for black Americans who had access to the polls, the less racist politics of Republican 
politicians like Calvin Coolidge. At the local level, the variety of choices could be even 
greater or severely limited. Slapstick filmmaking, much like being a working American, 
was not an ideological or political act. In the spirit of the comic, I wish to use Scott’s 
term, “the weak,” as a fungible category that includes everyone who uses tactics in their 
everyday life—in the mode of slapstick—everyone who has had to learn how to fall.  
It would be understandable to ask at this stage how the techniques of filmmakers 
might be considered tactics of everyday living. Aren’t filmmakers in control of the rules? 
Aren’t they capable of making what Certeau would call “strategic decisions?” What is 
quotidian about making movies? There is no question that Buster Keaton had a freedom 
of operation throughout the 1920s that most other filmmakers envied, including Keaton’s 
own post-1920s self.23 However, theories about the relationship between forms and visual 
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habits offer an insight into this problem. The art historian Michael Baxandall argued that 
stylistic changes reflect cultural shifts in habits of seeing much more than they reflect the 
agency of an artist. For Baxandall this meant that the formal shifts in painting in the 
Renaissance came about because of the rise of the Italian merchant. Educated in such 
things as dance, accounting, and three-dimensional geometry, Italian merchants’ habits of 
seeing predisposed them to perspectival images—images that those at the time, including 
Leonardo da Vinci, did not describe as naturalistic, but rather as skilled.24 Keaton’s 
experience working with live audiences in vaudeville and the time and effort he spent 
testing his movies in front of audiences suggests that he, too, believed in the power of 
visual habits. The dissertation will argue that he drew on the already established visual 
habits of industrial capitalism to find a reliable and widely understood vocabulary, 
syntax, and construction for cinematic motion. Without such established rules, slapstick 
filmmakers would not have been able to create sequences of legible cause-and-effect. 
Through these established visual habits, Keaton and others, in the words of Certeau, 
created a contract with their audiences and established “a present relative to time and 
place”—one that often also referenced recent historical events. Using these tools, 
slapstick filmmakers were able to take an aesthetic of industrial capitalism and modify it 
to their own ends without requiring any change in the audiences’ habits of seeing.25 They 
could use it, for example, to create a visual legibility that built into a moment of 
overwhelming chaos—like an acrobatic gag or an explosion—and they could use it to 
find the most efficient way of avoiding cops in Cops (1922), or the most effective way to 
sabotage and destroy railroad tracks in The General (1926).  
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In other words, slapstick filmmakers did not change the rules of the system. They 
operated within a larger world of already established visual habits, using the rules and 
relations of the system against the goals of the system. They modeled tactical practices 
for an audience well-versed in tactics. This creative misuse did not change the structures 
of visual habits, but it did suggest creative ways of surviving the everyday struggle of life 
within a system that is generally structured to get efficiency out of workers—of all 
kinds—without much regard for their well-being. Keaton and others did not model these 
techniques in an effort to educate their audiences, rather, they presented a version of the 
world that audiences would recognize as their own. 
The visual habits of seeing cinematic motion and the social quality of the comic 
combined to create a realistic mass culture that was not strictly bound by ideology, class, 
or other categories.26 I do not mean to suggest that slapstick was a utopian project or even 
a project that suggested what the scholar Miriam Hansen has called “radical 
possibility.”27 On the contrary, slapstick, in direct opposition to Griffith’s classical 
narrative structure, worked off of the concrete details and contingencies of history. 
Slapstick could create a recognizable world precisely because it acknowledged the 
severely limited possibilities of the vast majority of its audience. Yet, although it did not 
mark all of those limits and suffered from its own blind spots and prejudices, it created a 
malleable framework. This malleable framework did not make everything possible. 
However, because it was created by filmmakers who were responding, in looping 
fashion, to what Hansen calls, “the material, sensory conditions under which American 
mass culture was received”—it allowed for a whole host of possibilities that Hansen 
rightly pointed to. These included the possibility for exclusions to be corrected, for the 
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violence and the militancy of the period to be present in the work, and for working people 
to be playful people, capable of laughter and joy. In that sense, slapstick, although rarely 
naturalistic, realistically portrayed the experiences and unpredictability of everyday life. 
It made space for chance and the vagaries of chaos in a modern world where chance was 
being tamed.28 This dissertation aims to recapture some of the struggle, militancy, chaos, 
and joy that animated life at the time and that found its way through visual habits and 
contemporary references into the slapstick movies of the 1920s.  
 The dissertation is organized into an introduction and four chapters. The rest of 
this introduction summarizes the field’s engagement with cognitive science in the 1990s, 
especially how cognitive science’s understanding of the human visual system has 
changed in germane ways. It then discusses how Buster Keaton crafted his movies with 
careful attention to his audience’s involuntary responses and argues that the cinema of 
attraction’s interest in motion primes the field of cinema and media studies for an 
investigation of slapstick’s and its audiences’ visual habits.  
The chapters are organized around how Keaton built his narratives up from visual 
habits that worked in tandem with his brand of vaudeville knock-about comedy. Indeed, 
slapstick’s non-narrative practices are the very building block of its narrative structure. 
The first chapter identifies the most fundamental expression of this visual style: bodily 
motion through the frame. It traces this motion back to the science of work and scientific 
management and uncovers a language of motion from the scientific managers Frank and 
Lillian Gilbreth that can add to the understanding of Keaton’s motion and shot 
composition in Seven Chances (1925) and Cops (1922).  
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The second chapter details the development of matches on motion, one of 
Keaton’s key editing techniques. He used it much more than parallel editing, which 
Griffith preferred, and much differently than Georges Méliès, who helped innovate it. 
The investigation of matches on motion opens up the nature of the tragicomic and its 
relationship to a broader set of visual habits that extends beyond the cinematic experience 
in to modernism. Matches on motion also reveal how these new visual habits helped 
people process contradictory visual information and learn to value information about the 
immediate past over and above a longer view of history. 
The power of forgetting and its relationship to history comes back in the third 
chapter, “Narrative and the Everyday: Interruption and Vernacular Realism.” The chapter 
looks closely at some of Keaton’s early features—The Navigator (1924), The Scarecrow 
(1923), and Our Hospitality (1920)—arguing that Keaton attempts to create a narrative 
structure out of non-narrative tactics like gags and chases, tactics that are build up from 
visual habits. I turn to slapstick’s playful destruction and reinvention of the home—which 
I term slapstick’s radical homelessness—to argue that quotidian experience is made up of 
interruption, and that slapstick’s acknowledgement of such becomes a way of surviving 
the status quo—a tactic for making do.  
Chapter four deals more explicitly with history and narrative. Keaton’s later 
feature films, especially The General (1926), recapitulated historical events. The 
General’s retelling of The Great Locomotive Chase fashions a narrative about 
industrialization, loss, and patterns of capitalist violence for an American society without 
a unified working or middle class. By using a narrative structure built up from non-
narrative visual habits, Keaton can hint concretely at histories untold and insert the 
	 15	
materiality of historical objects in a way that recognizes the brutality and comedy of 
chance in an industrialized society.  
 
 
 
Film Studies and Cognitive Science 
 In the early 1990s, film scholar Miriam Hansen suggested that industrialization 
had the power to change the human sensorium. Around the same time, David Bordwell 
advocated for adopting scientific approaches to how the human visual system works. 
Their debated boiled down to the question of how fixed the human visual system is, and, 
in turn, what that says about classical Hollywood cinema and its narrative techniques. 
Their dispute is both interesting in its own right and a telling example of how science can 
change. Surprisingly, in this instance, the scientific consensus changed in a way that 
vindicated aspects of both Hansen’s and Bordwell’s initial claims.  
 In many ways, their disagreement was of the 1990s, an argument between cultural 
theorists and “cognitivists” about relative versus universal standards for the visual 
experience of motion pictures.29 In cinema and media studies, discussions about cultural 
relativism often took place around the topic of reception and the difference between 
spectators and audiences. Both Bordwell and Hansen pushed the conversation toward the 
physiology of viewers and away from the formation of an ideal spectator. Their debate 
presciently outlined potential ways of discussing the interweaving of biology and culture, 
while their individual positions were occasionally at odds with their own work in ways 
that continue to offer insight to the field. 
To put it hyperbolically, Hansen argued for “a new sensory culture” without 
attending to a physiological framework to transmit experience between the world and the 
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self.30 Hansen believed that there was a place for physiology in her assertion of a new 
sensory culture. Yet, she only addressed physiology inasmuch as her interpretive work on 
Walter Benjamin required her to, and Benjamin himself was very scant on the 
physiological details. In “Benjamin and Cinema: Not a One-Way Street,” Hansen 
explores Walter Benjamin’s use of the term “innervation,” which she explains “refers, 
broadly, to a neurophysiological process that mediates between internal and external, 
psychic and motoric, human and mechanical registers.”31 By that definition “innervation” 
could stand in for almost any neurophysiological process; they nearly all bridge those 
three divides. When it comes to the neurophysiology of innervation, she never offers a 
thorough explanation of what she calls “neurophysiological processes,” focusing almost 
exclusively on the psychic and rarely following the trajectory down to the motoric and 
mechanical aspects of the human body.32 
Despite the vagueness of her neurophysiological engagement with a 
neurophysiological idea, Hansen added an important dimension to innervation. After she 
claimed “innervation as a two-way process or transfer,” she extended this “two-way 
transfer” outside of physiology and into culture.33 Within the field’s debate, this assertion 
put her at odds with what Bordwell has called the director’s “cool control of the 
perceiver's response.”34 Her interpretation of innervation created space for her to 
articulate the equivocal relationship that Benjamin had to the sociological and cultural 
changes that modernity had wrought. It also allowed her to gesture toward complex 
networks of voluntary and involuntary, conscious and unconscious cultural interaction to 
suggest an audience could influence filmmaking.  
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Hansen was, in part, responding to David Bordwell’s introduction of the term 
“cognitivism.” In the 1989, Bordwell edited a spring issue of Iris, where he made “the 
case that the cognitive perspective can usefully guide research into various aspects of 
film.” Although Bordwell was at pains to show that his version of “cognitivism” could 
include anthropology and social theory, the cognitive psychologists that he associated 
with did not share his modesty.35 The cognitive psychologist Julian Hochberg was keen 
to “give no support to relativist or culturalist theories that the perception of moving 
pictures (or of pictures in general, for that matter), as distinct from the stories those 
pictures can be used to tell, rest on culture or convention.”36   
Bordwell also seems to have seen science as both outside of culture and without 
its own culture. He especially failed to attend to how science changes with time, and 
because of this he fundamentally misunderstood scientific practice. In his article, he 
celebrates science as a pragmatic practice of naïve and unguided research, what he calls 
“the reasonableness of launching distinct research enterprises that are not 
straightforwardly derived from a Weltanschauung.”37 Research, however, does not 
reliably strike out on its own without the guidance of theories, just as theoretical practice 
cannot forever ignore the scientific facts uncovered by research.  
Bordwell expands his argument against humanist theories by suggesting that 
scientific theories are categorically different because they “do not tell stories.” He makes 
a distinction between explication, which describes texts and phenomena, and explanation, 
which “searches for causal, functional or teleological explanations of [phenonema].”38 
Yet, every scholarly form of inquiry I can imagine combines description with 
explanation. Science, far from being an outlier, has helped set the standard for 
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observation and description. The historian and philosopher of science Thomas S. Kuhn 
made the intertwining of description and explanation an essential part of his own 
investigation of scientific paradigms and the revolutions that overturn them. After 
stressing the importance of thinking history into scientific progress, Kuhn writes, 
“[s]cientific fact and theory are not categorically separable.”39 The historians of science 
Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer have also stressed the importance of description in 
their explication of how Robert Boyle revolutionized the practice and professionalization 
of science through his development of the repeatable scientific experiment. An essential 
part of this revolution was the “literary technology” of writing proper descriptions of an 
experiment. Shapin and Schaffer claim that “Boyle’s ornate sentence structure, with 
appositive clauses piled on top of each other, was, he said part of a plan to convey 
circumstantial details and to give the impression of verisimilitude.”40 Cognitive science, 
like all scholarly inquiries, shuttles between descriptions that are circumscribed by 
theoretical explanation and explanations that are built on careful, shared and repeatable 
descriptions.  
 Ironically, while Hansen argued for the intertwining of science and culture, but 
did not incorporate any actual science, and Bordwell solicited articles from vision 
scientist who believed that culture had no influence upon science, the scientific consensus 
around the human visual system and the entire brain radically changed. The 
neuroscientist V.S. Ramachadran articulated this paradigm shift in his book The Tell-Tale 
Brain:  
Generations of medical students were told that the brain’s trillions of neural connections 
are laid down in the fetus and during infancy and that adult brains lose their abilities to 
form new connections. This lack of plasticity—this lack of ability to be reshaped or 
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molded—was often used as an excuse to tell patients why they could expect to recover 
very little function after a stroke or traumatic brain injury. Our observations flatly 
contradicted this dogma by showing, for the first time, that even the basic sensory maps 
in the adult human brain can change over distances of several centimeters.41  
 
 
The revolution in neuroplasticity had made it possible to be a cognitivist and to argue for 
the emergence of a new set of visual habits—a “new sensory culture”—in the 1910s and 
1920s. It had resolved Hansen and Bordwell’s debate in both their favors.  
In the last decade a number of experiments have emphasized the complexity of 
the interplay between culture and biology, that “two-way transfer” that Hansen posited. 
For example, the vision scientists Peter Ulric Tse and Patrick Cavanagh designed an 
experiment with a Chinese character. They picked a character with a stroke whose 
apparent motion cues were different than the direction in which it is written. Although 
each stroke was presented all-at-once, non-Chinese speakers saw the particular stroke in 
question move in one direction, while Chinese speakers saw it move in the direction they 
would write it (fig. 4). For Tse and Cavanagh, this experiment demonstrated that 
education can override the part of the brain that processes apparent motion, what Tse and 
Cavanagh call “bottom-up cues to motion.” The learned, automatic motion of writing 
trumps the more basic and “primitive” perception of apparent motion.42 At least some 
cognitive scientists are increasingly aware that the field is built upon theories of evolution 
that value biological and cultural differences and complexities.43 
The vision scientists Zoe Kourtzi and Nancy Kanwisher conducted experiments 
illustrating examples of the multiple processing inputs of motion. They showed their 
human test subjects a collection of still photographs, some with “frozen-motion” 
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stimuli—photographs that represent action with various techniques, including blur and 
dynamic poses. Although none of these photographs triggered “low-level” brain areas, 
they did trigger “higher-level” processing centers that coordinate inputs from various 
sources.44 In other words, it seems likely that representations of motion create different 
but still unconscious suggestions of motion to the human visual system. I should interject 
here to say that I am using the word “unconscious,” to simply mean suggestions of 
motion that one no longer has to consciously process. When one looks at a photo showing 
a slightly blurred car, one does not think in conscious words to one’s self, “the blurred 
appearance of the car is a visual convention to tell me that it is moving.” The image is 
unconsciously understood to be in motion. The effect of knowing how to write Chinese 
was similarly unconscious but learned. The role of this type of learned, procedural 
knowledge will return in the fourth chapter.45 The techniques that still images use for 
creating the suggestion of motion play to an involuntary, unconscious, and, often, 
conflicting aspects of the human perceptual system and do not merely rely on the careful, 
logical reasoning of experienced viewers. The vision scientists David Melcher and 
Patrick Cavanagh put it this way:  
 
Such processing areas in the brain are interesting for our purposes here, since these brain 
regions are multisensory and thus may conflict with information from unisensory 
processing areas. In other words, activation of intermediate areas such as V5/MT [a 
“higher-level” processing region in the visual cortex] without motion signals from V1 [a 
“lower-level” processing region that includes the super colliculus] may tell us ‘this looks 
like it is moving, but at the same time there is no local motion’—thus we are not ‘fooled’ 
by an illusion, but we are aware of the perceptual (not merely abstract) meaning of the 
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depiction.46 
 
 
We now understand the visual system in a way that opens it up to the scientific possibility 
of a changing sensorium that can recognize and process conflicting inputs. One where, as 
both experiments and critical reasoning have argued, the historical and cultural contexts 
play a central role in shaping how one sees.  
 
Slapstick Filmmakers in Search of Visual Habits 
The psychologist and vision scientist Tim J. Smith has suggested that a goal of his 
research is to “[formalize] insights about viewer cognition that have been latent in the 
filmmaking community for nearly a century and [demonstrate] how much vision science 
in general can learn from film.”47 Smith’s work has led to some very interesting 
collaborations with film scholar David Bordwell that are truly interdisciplinary.48 Yet, 
Smith undersells the filmmaking community’s investment in its audience’s visual habits. 
Filmmaker’s insights about viewer cognition, especially those of slapstick filmmakers, 
were not latent, but actively sought after. Because visual habits changed and because 
slapstick filmmakers made gags that they could not endlessly recycle, they actively 
explored the visual habits of their audiences. 
In a 1958 interview with George C. Pratt, Buster Keaton goes on at length about 
the importance of preview screenings to his motion picture making process. He begins his 
discussion of preview screenings by complaining how the big studios—in his case MGM, 
which turned out to be a disastrous partnership for him—would try to make preview 
screenings into marketing opportunities. As Keaton put it:  
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“So that you got the audience in there, the minute it says, “MGM Presents,” the audience 
applauds. … They yessed the b’j—the life—right out of ya. (Laughs) Well, that hurt me. 
I didn’t want that at all. I couldn’t stop ‘em. Well, that’s because workin’ at a major 
studio, all companies are assigned to a producer. Well, the producer wants to make sure 
that the high brass of the studio sees a good picture even at the first preview.”49  
 
 
Before Keaton went to MGM, he would preview his pictures without fanfare and outside 
of Hollywood, in nearby California towns like, in his words, “Santa Barbara, Riverside, 
Santa Ana—places like that.” As he implied above, at the preview stage he preferred 
input from the audiences that would improve the picture, rather than token affirmation. 
He goes on to say,  
 
“[a]nd we don’t tell the audience they’re lookin’ at a preview. See, we want a cold 
reaction. … [the exhibitor] advertises—a Keaton picture, that’s all. So we’re in there to 
get… a normal reaction. Well, we have never made a picture—I know I never did, and I 
know [Harold] Lloyd never did, and I’m sure Chaplin never did—that we didn’t go back 
and set the camera up again. Because we helped the high spots, and redid the bad ones, 
and cut footage out, and get scenes that would connect things up for us. We always put a 
makeup on and set the camera back up after that first preview. 
 And generally after the second one, also….”50 
 
Throughout this interview and others like it, silent comics demonstrate a preference for 
laughter over applause—for an involuntary reaction to humor rather than a socialized 
one. Keaton’s search for a cinema outside of the influence of the studio’s producers and 
publicity agents and his privileging of out-and-out belly laughs over having the bejesus 
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“yessed … right out of ya” reflect the rigor of slapstick comedy. Filmmakers took 
substantial risks that they wanted to gauge and measure. Although it is not quantified, the 
silent comics engaged in an investigative practice driven by a desire for what Keaton 
describes as “cold” and “normal” reactions.  
Keaton, who directed or co-directed his silent features, also emphasizes that this 
practice was meant to change the movie. He added an entire rockslide sequence to Seven 
Chances because preview audiences seemed to perk up at the inadvertently suggested 
possibility of it. Keaton also used preview screenings to try and assess why a gag was not 
funny. The Navigator featured a visual gag where Keaton, underwater and wearing a 
diving suit, uses a starfish as a badge and directs a school of fish. It was a gag that the 
filmmakers loved. “[T]he gag folded right up [went smoothly] like a million bucks. It was 
perfect.” It was also one that they had invested heavily in: “It took us three days to get the 
gag. We had somethin’ like twelve hundred rubber fish, all around ten inches long, and 
they had to be solid rubber so they wouldn’t float…. And a piece of apparatus built by the 
Llewellyn Iron company, and sink four telegraph poles under water….” Yet, the gag did 
not preview well. As Keaton explains:  
 
And we previewed this picture, and not one giggle did it get. We didn’t trust that 
preview. Says, “We’ll keep it in for a second [preview]. Somethin’s wrong.” We kept it 
in for a second. And the same thing. It finally dawned on us—I had gone down there to 
fix that stuffing box. The girl and I both are at the mercy of cannibals off of a cannibal 
island. I had no license in the world to go help a fish go through a school of fish. I quit 
what I went down to do. … [People were worried about that situation.] And also get mad 
at me for doin’ it. … Now, to prove the gag, I put the gag in our “Coming Attractions” 
runner. We used to call ‘em runners. The theatre would say: “Coming Next Week.” And 
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they’d just show you flashes of a picture that was goin’ to come. I put the gag in it, and it 
was an out-and-out belly laugh. [That’s because it was out of context.] No story….51 
 
In this instance, Keaton used the preview screening as a place to conduct minor 
experiments and employed the “Coming Attractions” runner to confirm his hypothesis 
about why the school-of-fish gag had not worked in previews. The question that guided 
Keaton was not: how much do we like it? Or how much did we spend on it? Rather, it 
was: are people laughing? The privileging of the involuntary reactions and conscious 
visual pleasure of an audience gave slapstick audiences a powerful say.  
Turning the relation between filmmakers and audiences into a two-way street can 
be useful to film studies in particular. Unlike art history, where the patron had held, until 
very recently, a good deal of the social and contractual power about a painting’s subject 
matter and materials, the movies have almost always been seen as a place where the 
patrons—some cross-section of mass culture—were understood to be subject to the 
persuasive power of the medium, or, at the most optimistic, capable of resisting or 
creatively misinterpreting it. When Keaton and other slapstick comics investigate what is 
funny, they place themselves in a reiterative interaction with their audiences.52 
Modernity is not merely the shock of industrialization, with its technological 
advances and economic re-organization, it is also the adaptation to those changes. Motion 
pictures, as both an example of modernity and an arena for negotiating modernity, 
encapsulate this complex, looping process.53 Although filmmakers rarely articulated these 
habits of seeing, they actively explored them so that their movies could communicate 
effectively.54 Exploring these visual habits in particular often lead to greater 
understandings of how to create a contract with their audiences, to borrow from Certeau’s 
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discussion of tactics in The Practice of Everyday Life.55 Recovering aspects of the 
cognitive style for cinematic motion can offer one of the great joys of cinema studies: the 
chance to see a movie a bit more like it might have been seen at the time—to catch a 
glimpse of that contract.56 
 One of the reasons that slapstick comics might have been particularly attuned to 
visual habits that embraced this new relationship to chance was because they were 
decisively interested in not repeating themselves. In this sense, they could not be more 
different than vision scientists. While scientists need a theory of how the world works (or, 
at least, how the world works in regard to their specialty), comics have no universal 
theory of comedy. The goals of their investigations are imminently practical and short-
lived: does this gag or chase work? How can it be better? As a discipline, comedy 
assumes an ever-changing world where gags should not be repeated because they will not 
continue to be funny. Comedy predisposed slapstick filmmakers to the taming of chance. 
As the philosopher and historian of science Ian Hacking describes it, the emergence of 
chance shocked the sciences:  
 
The most decisive conceptual event of twentieth century physics has been the discovery 
that the world is not deterministic. Causality, long the bastion of metaphysics, was 
toppled, or at least tilted: the past does not determine exactly what happens next. This 
event was preceded by a more gradual transformation. During the nineteenth century it 
became possible to see that the world might be regular and yet not subject to universal 
laws of nature. A space was cleared for chance.57 
 
This space for chance challenged experimental sciences love of repeatability. Einstein, 
who wanted a more deterministic physics disparaged the unpredictability of quantum 
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mechanics by saying, “A good joke should not be repeated too often.”58 Unlike quantum 
mechanics, however, slapstick comedy is meant to be funny. The notion of a paradigm 
verified by precise, repeatable experiments does not graft onto comedy as a discipline. 
The historian of science, Thomas Kuhn, describes how anomalies sew crisis in the 
scientific world. Scientists generally ignore or shun the unexpected until it becomes too 
prominent to ignore. Keaton and other silent comics sought the unexpected on a daily 
basis.  
 
KEATON: Well, we didn’t need a script. I knew in my mind what we were going to do, 
because with our way of working, there was always the unexpected happening. Well, any 
time something unexpected happened and we liked it, we were liable to spend days 
shooting in and around that.  
FRIEDMAN: ‘Cause your vaudeville training, I suppose, let you take advantage of that? 
KEATON: Sure. We had the most ad lib act in the world. We never did it twice alike in 
our lives.59 
 
Silent comics would preview their pictures, not to understand the natural laws of comedy, 
but because comedy has no laws. Keaton’s tolerance for the unpredictable may have 
helped him notice visual patterns and pick up on changing visual habits in a way that 
vision science could not.  
 
Differentiating Habits of Seeing 
 If the industrialization and accompanying social upheaval of the 1910s and 1920s 
meant that bodily motion mattered greatly, and if changes in vision science and cinema 
and media studies make the present a productive time to explore the idea of cognitive 
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style, then why slapstick? Even given slapstick’s formal construction, non-narrative 
practices, and its filmmakers’ interest in audience feedback, has not bodily motion always 
been a significant part of most cinema and media? What about the Hale’s Tours of the 
World—films that took audiences on simulated railway journeys with gripping point-of-
view (POV) shots of train travel (fig. 5)? What of the captivating serpentine motion of 
Loie Fuller’s butterfly dances (fig. 6)? Or the demonstrations of Georges Méliès as he 
gestures to the audience before executing a cinematically enhanced magic trick? What of 
the frantic motions of the train, thieves, and employees in D.W. Griffith’s The Lonedale 
Operator (1911)? 
 The film scholar Tom Gunning’s long engagement with his conception of the 
cinema of attractions provides the foundation for answering these questions. Gunning’s 
first article on the cinema of attractions hints at the ability of motion to attract the human 
visual system. The acknowledgement of motion’s attraction came from the 1920s 
writings of avant-garde artists much more than from the first decade of cinema. Fernand 
Léger’s insistence that motion pictures excel not at “imitating the motions of nature” but 
at “making images seen” began the article. He thought carefully about the involuntary 
decisions that the eye has to make. Léger, as Gunning notes, was “flush with the 
excitement of having seen Abel Gance’s La Roue (1922).”60 Subsequent articles by 
Gunning and others focus more on the cinema of attractions as a historically bounded 
phenomena, from 1895 to 1906. These articles often elaborate upon early cinema’s direct 
and conscious appeal to the viewer. Gunning describes the direct visual appeal of early 
cinema or “the aesthetics of attractions” in the following manner: 
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The spectator does not get lost in a fictional world and its drama, but remains aware of 
the act of looking, the excitement of curiosity and its fulfillment. Through a variety of 
formal means, the images of the cinema of attractions rush forward to meet their viewers. 
These devices range from the implied collision of the early railroad films to the 
performance style of the same period, when actors nodded and gestured at the camera 
(e.g., Méliès on the screen directing attention to the transformations he causes) or when a 
showman lecturer presented the views to the audience. This cinema addresses and holds 
the spectator, emphasising the act of display. In fulfilling this curiosity, it delivers a 
generally brief does of scopic pleasure.61  
 
Gunning positions the cinema of attractions in relation to Laura Mulvey’s critique of 
visual pleasure and Michael Fried’s idea of absorption. The cinema of attractions is self-
aware and engaged in a visuality that need not be narratively engrossing or predicated on 
sexual difference. It was a critical move for film studies, opening up the field to cinema’s 
potential and to its prehistory in a 19th-century visual culture.  
 More recently, Gunning has readdressed the early emphasis on the direct, visual 
appeal to the audience amid his larger call to study cinematic motion, which he 
characterizes as unduly “marginalized … while rarely being explicitly denied.” In a 2009 
article entitled “The Attraction of Motion,” Gunning characterizes cinematic motion as 
“serving in itself as one of cinema’s major attractions.” Cinematic motion becomes an 
attraction because of its “powerful sensual and cognitive effects.”62   
This fuller characterization of the cinema of attractions adds to the literature 
detailing the experience of early cinema. For example, earlier in his formulation of the 
cinema of attractions Gunning describes the general audience position during the cinema 
of attractions as a “[vascillation] between belief and incredulity.”63 Initially, Gunning 
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meant this as a mostly conscious process of losing one’s intellectual foundations, what he 
describes as “[t]his vertiginous experience of the frailty of our knowledge of the world 
before the power of visual illusion produced that mixture of pleasure and anxiety which 
the purveyors of popular art had labelled sensations and thrills and on which they 
founded a new aesthetic of attractions.”64 That aspect of the cinema of attractions often 
either fell into the category of a 19th-century visual culture that pitted Enlightenment 
science against deception and humbuggery or into a category of enframed scopic pleasure 
that never risked catastrophe or contact.65 These “powerful sensual and cognitive effects” 
had a limited reach.  
Often both the deception and the thrill were enframed. According to Gunning, “if 
the enunciator of early film is less a narrator than a monstrator, we must recognize the 
monstrator’s mark in the act of framing.” 66 There was an inherent safety to the 
amusement of the cinema of attractions. In Hale’s Tours the vanishing point sketched by 
the train tracks in the distance (fig. 5) might be, in Gunning’s words, “a point of constant 
transformation and instability,” but it is a point never reached, an instability never 
realized, and a transformation never obtained. Nineteen-twenties slapstick discarded the 
part of the cinema of attractions that had displayed chaotic motions to the public at a safe 
remove. Whereas early silent cinema had, as Gunning remarked, “combined sensations of 
acceleration and falling with a security guaranteed by modern industrial technology,” 
1920s slapstick questioned the existence of that security.67 
Gunning’s work also looks sideways at slapstick. His earliest work was on D.W. 
Griffith’s narrative strategies. Gunning traces Griffith’s development of a hypotactic 
editing style that subordinated one shot to another through “characters’ reactions,” 
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gestures, and expressions.68 Griffith’s development of a narrative structure that 
subordinates one shot to another naturally poses the question, what happened to the more 
freewheeling motions of the cinema of attractions? Gunning answered this question in his 
initial article on the cinema of attractions, positing that it went underground and 
reappeared in slapstick.69  
My dissertation chases that hypothesis, seeing slapstick a motion that has much 
more room for chance and chaos than either the cinema of attractions or the films of 
D.W. Griffith because its motions are no longer enframed or deceptive, but they also 
resist the subordination of Griffith’s narrative developments. Motions in slapstick are let 
loose, free to not just teeter on the edge of disaster like a Hale short, but to explode into 
chaos and catastrophe. They are free to no longer be entertaining deceptions, but to be 
sticky contradictions that represent truly unresolvable ambiguities of everyday life. And, 
yet, slapstick also avoids the hypotactic editing style of D.W. Griffith, preferring a more 
vernacular paratactic style that meanders from event to event without the relationship 
between cuts to create clear cause-and-effect. This paratactic structure might seem non-
narrative, but it is the very narrative structure of slapstick. It creates the space for 
slapstick to critique the capitalist teleology of Griffith’s features and to tell a much more 
contingent version of history full of concrete details, the historic materiality of old 
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Chapter One  
Run Through the Frame:  
Chaos and Legibility in Slapstick Motions 
 
The Meaning of Chaos 
When looking back to the 1910s and 1920s in search of a cognitive style for 
motion, one finds insight in words that were shifting their meanings. Cognitive style, 
which Michael Baxandall also calls the period eye, is shaped by its moment in history. 
Shifting definitions help mark that moment. “Chaos” ranks as one of those words, and its 
change marks a recalibration of the understanding of chance and cause-and-effect. 
“Chaos,” a relatively old word, reaches back to the 15th-century. The Oxford English 
Dictionary has three entries for “chaos” that are still in use and a fourth set of draft 
additions from 1997. The three established definitions cluster around a related set of 
meanings. Chaos can be “the ‘formless void’ of primordial matter… out of which the 
cosmos or the order of the universe was evolved” or “a state resembling that of primitive 
chaos, utter confusion and disorder.” In these instances chaos describes the disorder out 
of which something perceptible and comprehensible arises. Often, that something is the 
universe itself. In the draft additions from 1997, “chaos” comes to mean the unexpected 
order that an initially “formless void” takes. The definition begins: “Behaviour of a 
system which is governed by deterministic laws but is so unpredictable as to appear 
random…” An example from 1988 puts it more bluntly: “The technical definition of 
chaos..carries with it an image of order in the midst of disorder.”1 How did chaos go from 
implying a terrifying disorder beyond the edge of what one can know to also meaning the 
order that one can find in such apparent chaos? I would like to divide this question into 
two. How did one begin to see previously hidden order within chaos? And how did the 
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word chaos begin to imply a hidden order rather than an incomprehensible and 
indescribable disorder? Can one turn to early cinema to find examples that might shed 
light on these questions? 
The most basic and technical answer to the middle two questions is mathematics, 
which needs to be addressed briefly. The draft additions from 1997 relate to the 
mathematical definition of chaos, which developed out of work from a wide variety of 
mathematicians in the late 1950s and early 1960s that came to fruition in the 1960s and 
1970s.2 The longer, more rigorously descriptive name given to this 20th-century 
mathematical innovation is nonlinear deterministic chaos. To non-mathematicians this 
term could be somewhat confusing because mathematicians graph nonlinear deterministic 
chaos with lines, lots of lines. “Nonlinear,” however, refers to the seeming 
unpredictability of those lines. In other words, the system behaves in a nonlinear, more 
unpredictable way, even if it can still be visually represented by lines. The term nonlinear 
deterministic chaos confidently foregrounds two of the paradoxes at the heart of the 
recent shift in the understanding of chance: a chaos that is orderly, “deterministic,” and a 
new kind of, and less precise, predictability—described as nonlinear—that is visually 
represented by lines.  
The pioneers of chaos theory in the 1960s looked back to the work of 
mathematicians like Henri Poincaré (1854 – 1912) as well as scientists who helped 
develop the fields from which chaos theory emerged—scientists like Etienne-Jules 
Marey, who photographed and filmed air turbulence, and Henri Bénard, who worked on 
fluid dynamics. Yet, there was no mathematical theory of chaos in the early 1900s. 
Poincaré, for all his brilliance and stark professional honesty about the pitfalls of classical 
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mechanics, still sought an older—that is to say, historically contemporary—type of 
mathematical order rooted in the accepted conventions of Newtonian physics.3 Although 
by the 1970s there was a clear sense of progress from Newtonian to Einsteinian and 
quantum physics and a greater scope for mathematical prediction thanks to nonlinear 
deterministic chaos, Poincaré did not have access to this 1970’s view onto mathematical 
progress. Instead, he had a choice between the conventionally held understanding of 
chance, for example, those expressed in equations from classical mechanics governing 
the motions of planets, and frightening anomalies to this understanding that he discovered 
and struggled mightily to fit into the presiding theory. In that moment, there was no 
feeling of progress. Instead, one finds debates about the relationship between 
experimental practice and theory and questions about the limits of what one can know. In 
the face of what we now know was the dissolution of classical mechanics, scientists 
confessed to a lack of mastery. For example, the physicist Ernst Mach reasoned, “There 
is no way of proving the correctness of the position of “determinism” or “indeterminism”. 
Only if science were complete or demonstrably impossible could we decide such 
questions.”4 The struggle to describe the place between determinism and indeterminism, 
between a world without chance and world with nothing but chance, had begun. 
Looking back, it may be difficult to recognize this moment. Today, examples of a 
partially tamed chance dot the cultural landscape from health risk factors to climate 
change. The development of nonlinear deterministic chaos in the 1960s and 1970s 
marked the point at which this culturally innovative notion of chaos as “order in the midst 
of disorder” could be generalized and theorized. Although the cultural debate about 
chance continues, the 1960s marked a turning point.5 Already established cultural habits 
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could now be girded by the authority of mathematics. Yet the moment of theorization 
came after years of individuals, some scientists, some not, wrestling with anomalies that 
could not be successfully fit into a theory. By the time mathematics formalized a new 
understanding of chance, early 20th-century capitalist strategies based on chance, like 
insurance, and everyday tactics of dealing with that chance, like the newly emerging 
etiquette around stop signs, had already been reshaping the meaning of chaos for decades.  
United States president Calvin Coolidge used the slogan, “Coolidge or Chaos” in 
his 1924 re-election campaign. The campaign’s use of the term chaos conjured both a 
frightening disorder, something other than the status quo, and the political platforms of 
his rivals. In particular, “chaos” conflated a fearful, confused mess with the re-ordering of 
society that one of his opponents, Robert La Follette, advocated for. Throughout his 
political career La Follette sided with various labor organizations. He loudly proclaimed 
against trusts, corporate monopolies and entering World War I. The anxiety around such 
a re-ordering can be seen in the many newspaper articles structured around Coolidge’s 
campaign slogan. One from Missouri trumpets: “They seem to think that if the whole 
world was Turned Upside Down some few things might then be Right Side UP.”6 Sidney 
Joseph Greene drew a political cartoon for the New York Evening Telegram that made 
the same argument, placing chaos as the last labeled step in a descent by “Labor” toward 
the unknown (fig 1.1). Greene’s cartoon dates from November 1, 1919, during the throes 
of the First Red Scare (1919 – 1920). More than La Follette, Coolidge’s campaign stoked 
the embers of the First Red Scare and the lingering fear of radical anarchist violence and 
communist revolution. 
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There is more than just the suggestion of order in the chaos that The Southeast 
Missourian spells. Paradoxically, in order to describe the potential disaster that a vote 
not-for-Coolidge might wreak, a set of orderly causes-and-effects have to be recounted: 
“… if the election of the next President goes to Congress Uncertainty will Prevail; there 
will be a running of money to cover; business will slow down; merchants will curtail 
their orders; wholesalers and jobbers will buy less; manufacturers will be compelled to 
either close their plants or else run on short time and with limited help; the railroads will 
be carrying fewer passengers and less freight; trains will be laid off—and some of the 
men who Started the Wreck will find themselves Out of a Job.” The prevailing of 
uncertainty leads to a set of very certain outcomes. Rife with fiction, the editorial still 
bends the understanding of chaos. In attempting to make the argument that Coolidge is 
the opposite of chaos, editorials around the country described chaos as something other 
than “a formless void” or “utter confusion.” Instead, it became predictable, a set of 
disasters that lead one into the other and, in this and many other cases, eventually looping 
back to the person or people who started the chain of events in the first place.  
The goal of this chapter is to trace how a certain style of representing the motion 
of chaos and chance prevailed throughout the United States in the 1910s and 1920s. 
Amid the period’s chaos of potential upheaval that shook up entrenched class and gender 
structures, most activists clamored for order. As the American studies scholar Martha 
Banta has noted, “Organize, organize!” became the cry of the conservative as well as of 
the socialist.”7 Bodily motion and its control became linked to a desire to tame chance 
and regulate the unexpected. Whether laborer, husband, black, white, manager, wife, 
professional, immigrant, capitalist, anarchist, or some combination, nearly everyone had 
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a stake in how bodily motions were understood.8 The push for organization helped set 
certain habits of seeing motion that became the darlings of technocrats and industrialists, 
of capitalist and communist states alike. As this chapter will detail, the science of work 
and its American iteration, scientific management, responded to the call for organization. 
They provided a scientific argument for the organization of motion and an aesthetic of 
efficient motions. It was a cognitive style of motion embraced by technocrats all over. 
Slapstick filmmakers took up this cognitive style with its visual habits for three 
reasons. First, it provided legibility. Second, if gave filmmakers a model to work with 
and against, a recognizable structure to critique from within, a target for their humor. The 
scientists of work and the scientific managers who pioneered this cognitive style were the 
model-building structuralists of their time. They did not have the math of chaos theory, 
which dominates so many of our models today. Instead, they built their models with 
simpler math, aesthetics, and heuristics. At their worst, they fetishized their models and 
ignored the messiness of a reality that was somewhere between determinism and 
indeterminism. Henri Lefebvre’s critique of structuralism well describes the pitfalls of the 
full-blown craze for scientific management that swept America. 
 
Because it must prove its creativity, the model must have an operating or operational 
character. However, this trait must not be fetishized. The operating techniques linked to a 
particular model must be examined with care and suspicion. Fetishization of this 
characteristic, which blows it up out of all proportion, is the feature of a certain well-
defined ideology, namely technocratism. The operational model becomes the practical 
and theoretical property of a bureaucracy and a technocracy. This brings us back to the 
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most disturbing aspect of structuralism. The fetishization of the concept of the ‘model’ is 
part of the strategy of the social group of technocrats.9  
 
As Lefebvre points out, the problem is not with modeling itself, but rather with an 
obsession for modeling—a need to take it too seriously. So, finally, this cognitive style 
offered slapstick filmmakers a set of tools for building models that their audiences could 
recognize as accurate representations of the world they live in, of their everyday life—as 
long as the filmmakers do not take the rules too seriously, as long as they allow for 
mistakes, pratfalls, and messes. Filmmakers like Keaton took these tools and made 
models that gestured toward the destructive patterns of capitalism. Once recognized and 
talked about, these patterns could better be survived. Adapting Lefebvre’s language, these 
models of efficiency became, in Keaton’s hands, models of “need” and 
“communication.”10 
 
Motion and the Material of Chaos 
In the 1980s, research and scholarship on the history of probability burgeoned. 
Historians of science and statistics mined a longer history of chance to tell stories of 
intertwining case studies from diverse fields, including thermodynamics, Prussian 
statistical departments, amateur English agrarians, and long-forgotten physiologists.11 In 
most of these studies, however, chance remains ephemeral, a nascent scientific concept at 
some remove from the culture-at-large.  
I would like to balance this well-established narrative of chance as an evolving 
idea, one taking form within the practice of scientific and social-scientific analysis, with a 
look at the material and physical experience of chance. In particular, I would like to focus 
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on visual representations of “chaos,” largely from slapstick movies. I have put chaos in 
quotation marks here because, chaos, in the sense of truly stochastic, primordial disorder, 
cannot be visually represented, and perhaps not even definitively perceived. It can only 
be given. Visual representations of chaos, on the other hand, are choreographed, planned 
and exceedingly legible presentations of the visually overwhelming. They are 
representations of the new, emerging meaning of chaos. The possibility of a structured 
sequence representing chaos already hints at a cultural shift at work. Rather than, for 
example, focusing on the psychological affects generated by the chaos of modern life, as 
one finds in many 19th-century novels, slapstick filmmakers strove for a visual 
representation of this new chaos.12 The ambition to represent such a thing already 
intimates a chance somewhat tamed, a chaos that is, in certain moments, at least, 
perceptible and orderly enough to be represented. 
Paradoxically, the representation of a tamer chance also suggests an assault on 
order. Slapstick usually exists in a world where chance occurrences are so rife and 
variables so complex that determinations of cause-and-effect are often faulty. This 
chance, then, is a chance tame enough to be orderly represented and perceived, but 
disorderly enough to be misunderstood, either outright by characters within a movie or by 
the audience through the use of unresolvable, contradictory visual cues. The other side of 
this newly emerging orderly chaos was a pervasive disorder that had not gone away at the 
moment of the universe’s creation. Slapstick warned its audiences, do not mistake the 
potential to tame chance for the absence of the older chaos—for a new determinism. 
Movies from this period make visual arguments for the place of chaos and indeterminism 
within the human experience.  
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A slapstick set piece from Bellboy (1918) directed by Fatty Arbuckle enacts some 
of these complexities. The set piece revolves around characters that misunderstand a 
series of causes-and-effects that are plainly communicated to the audience. An apparently 
upper-class gentleman (Joe Keaton, Buster Keaton’s father) in a top hat and tails comes 
down the stairs into the hotel lobby where one of the bellboys (Buster Keaton) busily 
mops the floor. Strung above their heads is a set of ropes that convey small items in a 
wire basket back and forth between the barbershop and the dining room.13 In the dining 
room a sign comments on the U.S.’s recent entry into World War I, advertising “French 
and German Cooking.” (fig. 1.2) In a shot of the barbershop, Arbuckle puts a towel in the 
wire baskets and pulls on a cord, sending it speeding out of the shot. The two-reeler then 
cuts back to the lobby, where the fast-moving basket knocks off the well-dressed 
gentleman’s top hat. He turns around looking for the culprit and sees Buster Keaton’s 
mop handle near his face. He gives Buster a swift kick to the rear. Keaton amicably 
assumes it was his fault, and, taking his mop and pail, he fetches the top hat and hands it 
back to the man. The gentleman puts it on, only to have it immediately sent flying by the 
wire basket returning to the barbershop. His temper rises, and he kicks Keaton hard. The 
blow lifts Keaton off the ground. Keaton warily circles the man, who has his fists up 
ready to fight, and returns the hat to him. After dumping dirty mop water on each other, 
first accidentally and then intentionally, the man’s hat is knocked off by the wire basket a 
third time. This last time the man was staring at Buster Keaton when his hat fell. Unable 
to blame the junior Keaton, he whirls around in rage and kicks a tray filled with food out 
of the hands of a waiter (Al St. John). The gentleman then kicks the waiter into the 
barbershop. Arbuckle uses the barber chair to fling the waiter back into the lobby, and, 
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finally, Buster kicks Al St. John with both feet sending him tumbling into the dining 
room, over a table and into a chair where St. John avails himself of the newspaper for a 
brief, relaxing second before the diners angrily accost him. Meanwhile, his hat ruined, the 
well-to-do gentleman pulls out a flat cap, places it firmly onto his head, and storms out of 
the lobby.  
At first blush there is nothing chaotic about this sequence. The filmmakers 
communicate the action of the sequence to the audience with a technical alacrity. The 
horizontal lines travelled by the wire basket are sharp and legible as are the vertical lines 
of the hat’s falls and Buster’s spills. All four of the slapstick comedians move with a 
confident directness. The scene is blocked so that the actors in the lobby stand on a 
virtual horizontal line that is roughly the same distance from the bottom of the frame as 
the wire basket and its ropes are from the top of the frame. (fig. 1.3.) The hotel lobby is 
not a “formless void” or a sublimely terrifying site of primordial chaos. The sequence has 
been composed with a careful symmetry. It is, however, a place of confusion over cause-
and-effect and class signifiers.  
There are two primary chains of cause-and-effect within this sequence: the cause-
and-effect that the filmmakers clearly present to the audience and the events that the 
characters put into action because of their misunderstandings over the initial series of 
causes-and-effects. The wire basket meant to save time and energy initiates a sequence of 
escalating violence and confusion. In the end, no energy is saved and the cause of the 
offense has been routinely misidentified. As more bodies enter the scene, the confusion 
and activity only increase. Arbuckle and his team neatly choreographed this confusion, 
building it from a simple, easy-to-follow misunderstanding to a climatic shot that briefly 
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over-stimulates the audience with falling, tumbling bodies: Al St. John somersaults over a 
table, knocking two diners over, and disrupting two more. It is a five-second shot that 
ends the sequence with more motion than the human eye can attentively follow (fig. 1.4 – 
6). The sequence builds to this little bit of chaos. 
The gag could be interpreted as a direct critique of energy-saving technologies or 
as an indictment of the arrogance of someone who believes he can determine cause-and-
effect. In many ways, it is. Yet, its execution at the level of performance and filmmaking 
require proficiencies with all sorts of technology and a tight control of the cause-and-
effect within physical performance. When Al St. John moves, he predicts the immediate 
future by executing a series of causes-and-effects with his body. In the climatic shot of 
the sequence, he enters the frame at speed at about the midpoint on the right-hand side, 
somersaulting onto the table, landing with his feet on the floor, and going into a very tight 
handspring that catapults him into a chair. Al St. John’s ability to execute such a tumble 
required a certain amount of control, made possible by his natural talent and hard-earned 
skill. Similarly, the unintentional inconvenience caused by the wire-basket zipping across 
the lobby, along with the filmmaking equipment and all the other aspects of the set, have 
to be precisely operated for the set piece to work. The gag pokes fun at one 
misunderstanding of cause-and-effect through the structured performance of a “chaotic” 
chain of causes-and-effects that spiral “out-of-control” and spill from the lobby into the 
barbershop and dining room. The bodily and technical control and the representation of 
chaos that they make possible can paradoxically all be appreciated at the same moment. 
An analogous set of contradictory visual cues exists for the set piece’s 
representation of class. Joe Keaton’s apparently well-to-do gentleman morphs into a 
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much less clear social stereotype. The flat cap that he gruffly pulls down on his dome 
could signal that he has come up from the working class or merely that he prefers that 
style. His readiness and seeming talent for brawling also confuse any attempt to pin him 
down as merely a tuxedo-wearing muckety-muck. Many slapstick comedies of the period 
added a pinch of class confusion to their representation of “chaos,” for example, The 
Goldrush (1925) and Battling Butler (1926). 
Class and chaos were well-established bedfellows by the 1910s. Their relation 
reached far beyond the loose connections between chaos, a more fluid class structure, and 
the economic uncertainty that Coolidge’s campaign managers evoked. There was a social 
element to the changing articulation of chance long before slapstick movies existed. 
Nineteenth-century statistics emerged from the study of society, finding patterns and laws 
within a state’s census numbers and other social data.14  
While chance battered the deterministic cause-and-effect of classical mechanics, 
social statisticians marveled at the lack of chance variation in numerous social statistics. 
In the 1820s, as the historian of science Theodore Porter writes, “the French government 
began publishing records of criminal activity…. They revealed, to the amazement of 
numerous readers, that criminal activity varied little from year to year.”15 Porter goes on 
to speculate why this would be surprising to French scientists well-versed in the theories 
of probability. He reckons that it was shocking to find such constancy in something as 
“irrational” and “disorderly” as criminal activity. Where French statists, scientists and 
mathematicians thought they would find chaos there was orderly regularity. The feeling 
of shock did not quickly abate. Emile Durkheim’s seminal text Suicide, published in 
1897, tried to explain certain enduring trends in the suicide rates in Europe.   
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The discovery of order in what most of Enlightenment science had considered 
irrational human affairs mirrored the disorder revealed in the patterns of nature. For an 
orderly understanding of nature to be re-established, scientists turned to statistics, 
building analogies between the social sciences and the natural sciences that from today’s 
perspective run in an unexpected direction. Social science propped up the seeming 
disarray of what we now call the “hard” sciences. As Porter notes, both the physicists 
James Clerk Maxwell and Ludwig Boltzmann often cited Henry Thomas Buckle’s 
History of Civilization when discussing the affinity between the fields. Boltzmann in 
1886: “As is well-known, Buckle demonstrated statistically that if only a sufficient 
number of people is taken into account, then not only is the number of natural events like 
death, illness, etc., perfectly constant, but also the number of so-called voluntary 
actions—marriages at a given age, crimes, and suicides. It occurs no differently among 
molecules.”16 From a historical perspective, the scientific use of statistics to help manage 
chance came from the social sciences. By the time movies began to incorporate chance 
and chaos, those terms already had aspects of the social folded into them.  
Slapstick played with this decades-long connection between social and natural 
chaos. In addition to peppering physical sequences about basic cause-and-effect with 
class confusion and economic uncertainty, films lampooned the lack of specific 
knowledge that occurred when the state considered its population as so many molecules. 
The intertitle at the start of The ‘High Sign’ (1921), which also burlesques filmmaker 
D.W. Griffith (see chapter three), reads: “Our Hero came from Nowhere — he wasn’t 
going Anywhere and got kicked off Somewhere.” That is all one can know of a down-
and-out electron in the dynamo of the American economy. The order that natural and 
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social scientists found in steam engines and society was necessarily arbitrary and 
uncertain, a product of statistical modeling. The history of motion pictures is intimately 
intertwined with the practice, popularization, and critique of social and scientific 
modeling.  
 
Cinema as a Type of Model 
Initially, some scientists held out the hope that motion pictures would become an 
incisive part of model building leading to gains in scientific theory. Etienne-Jules 
Marey’s use of motion pictures to model the flight of birds offered the promise of 
potential gains in the conceptualization of aerodynamics. Eadwaerd Muybridge’s 
mapping of a horse’s gait lead to his employment working with physiologists, other 
scientists, and some artists at the University of Pennsylvania.17 Starting in 1900, the 
physicist Henri Bénard experimented with convection, recording the reaction of 
numerous fluids to heat. Bénard observed that the bubbling liquids organized themselves 
into hexagonal cells. He photographed, measured, drew and made motion pictures of this 
astounding self-organization, yet he had no theory for why it occurred. As the historian of 
science David Aubin has remarked, this was a time when the French scientific 
community was struggling with the divide between experimental and theoretical 
practices. Certain experimental practices had become so precise that they inhibited the 
simplification of observed phenomena into mathematical laws or, at least, at the time it 
seemed that way. Aubin quotes Poincaré’s remark at the 1900 International Congress of 
Physics, “If Tycho had had instruments ten times more precise, there would have been no 
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Kepler, no Newton, no Astronomy. It is unfortunate for a branch of science to be born too 
late, when the means of observation have become too perfect [i.e. precise].”18   
The cinema, in the words of Poincaré, was among those “means of observation 
[that had, from the outset,] become too perfect.” As Aubin remarks, “[i]t therefore 
becomes highly significant that Bénard did in fact try to exhibit the dynamic features of 
the phenomena he studied. But he resorted to a new experimental tool, the 
cinematograph.”19 When a mathematical description of chaos was not available, Bernard 
looked to and through the motion picture camera. Because it represented motion—that is, 
the change of the position and the shape of the various liquids Bénard was studying—the 
cinematograph could record and replay the emergence of order from chaos that Bénard 
had observed in his experiments. In this practical and straightforward way, motion 
pictures became involved in perpetuating the experimental observation of chaos without 
giving it any mathematical framework.  
Film gave Bérnard’s observations no additional theoretical structure. Even a 
moving representation of chaos lacked the rigor and generalized applicability of a 
theoretical description. Motion pictures were too particular, too experimental to help 
Bénard’s discovery become anything more than a curiosity in its own time. 
Unfortunately, all of Bénard’s films were destroyed. It was not until five or six decades 
later that mathematicians could reach back to his work with newly developed tools and 
theorize from it. In the early 1900s one could not mathematically express the birth of 
order from disorder, but one could watch and record natural patterns emerge from 
apparently stochastic motion.20 
In 1907, the philosopher Henri Bergson questioned the stability and order often 
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associated with life and the universe, imbricating the cinematograph and scientific 
thinking in a different manner. For Bergson, the mathematical stability and predictability 
that life acquires in scientific theories stops and stultifies the constant change and motion 
of life. Bergson placed modern science and the cinematograph on the other end of the 
spectrum from primordial chaos. Whereas Enlightenment science might look on chaos as 
too unknowable to be ordered life, Bergson understood modern science as too knowable 
to be an accurate description of life itself.  
Like the physicist Ernst Mach, who understood science’s goals as deterministic, 
but was willing to live with the doubt of whether such prediction was possible, Bergson 
was also carefully equivocal, if in the other direction. Modern science served a purpose: 
we needed to simplify the world in order to have some understanding of it.21 Yet, that 
simplification was always a reality “gone astray from itself.”22 In contrast to “the film of 
the cinematograph,” upon which everything is “given at once,” “the future [of the world 
properly understood] is not altogether determined.”23 Even for Bergson, the dedicated 
vitalist who gave up a promising career as a mathematician to become a philosopher, 
science still has an important place. Bergson carefully, if indirectly, admits that science 
seems able to determine certain things. His notion of “becoming” is not over and against 
science, but rather a check on science’s tendency to meander away from reality. His 
lawyer-like description of the future as “not altogether determined” leaves plenty of room 
for many aspects of the future to be scientifically determinable. In Bergson’s less than 
deafening endorsement of indeterminism, the cinema was too ordered and structured to 
have a place for the “not altogether determined” future required of life.24  
Movies, it seems, could make neither the determinists nor the indeterminists, 
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neither the scientists nor the vitalists, happy. Bérnard’s use of motion pictures was too 
chaotic, too distant from theory, to be part of the scientific understanding of the natural 
world. Bergson’s analogy suggested that motion pictures were also too ordered and 
predictable to be real. A movie presented a much too particular world that was “given at 
once.” Cinema’s limitations leant it to representing a newly emerging type of chaos. 
The space left in between belonged to a particular type of representation: 
modeling. Whether used in science experiments or in fictional entertainments, movies 
model movement. They set constructed worlds, from scientific laboratories to film sets—
into motion.  I use models in the joint scientific and artistic meaning of the word: models 
as a specific but limited representation. I say “specific representation” because models 
incorporate, for example, particular values of colors or of numerically expressed 
variables. As a result, models represent a single possibility with a determined future, 
although their variable-dependent, recursive structure hints at a plethora of such 
determined futures. I say “limited representation” because however they attempt to 
conjure an aspect of the world as one experiences it, models invariably fall short of the 
experience of the world itself. Mathematical models, such as numerical weather 
prediction, although an improvement on what came before, do not achieve anything close 
to one hundred percent accuracy. Perspectival painting similarly fails to recreate the 
world as one visually experiences it, unless, as Leonardo da Vinci remarked, it is 
experienced “from a great distance and with only one eye.”25  
To be clear, when I claim that cinema models motion, I mean all types of cinema 
and other media. Documentaries and live broadcasts are no different. They are 
representative, in part, because they use a variety of technologies to re-present a three-
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dimensional event onto a two-dimensional (although perhaps slightly curved) surface. 
Two-dimensional surfaces change the perceptual experience. As I will discuss in the next 
section, Keaton was particularly attune to this change. He had worked with live audiences 
for nearly two decades before switching over to film. His experience guided him toward a 
style of cinematic motion that used the screen’s two-dimensionality to help create 
legibility. Keaton is hardly unique. Regardless of what one films, most professional 
filmmakers think carefully about how they will present the motion of the event they are 
filming, from the Olympics to a children’s ballroom dance competition. If they cannot 
choreography it, they can, at the very least, carefully position their cameras to deliver the 
most legible and compelling shots.   
Motion pictures occupied this strange space between determinism and 
indeterminism with a certain panache. They perpetually tease audiences with the 
possibility of shockingly real indeterminism and chaos and, often at the same time, they 
offer the alleged comforts of predictable determinism. The mixture of these two opposing 
elements, their ratios and styles, change regularly. In this first decade of cinema it was 
from the edges of motion pictures that these qualities were explored. Popular movies, that 
is to say, the cinema of attractions, celebrated the perceptual experience of motion with 
wondrous, yet enframed motions. As I discussed in detail in the introduction, chance 
inhabited the joyous, deceptive and suspenseful motion found in the cinema of 
attractions, but this motion, with few exceptions, rode to the brink of catastrophe and 
exhaustion without falling into disaster or chaos. In the first few years of film history, it 
was mostly in scientific films that one could find movies modeling chance’s relation to 
motion in a manner that largely eschewed camera tricks.26  
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Paradoxically, when slapstick comedy adopted the narrative form and 
recommitted itself to the aesthetics of model-building, the space between a reified, yet 
rigorous understanding and the world became electrified. The construction of movies 
boiling with determined chaos became a way to popularize, participate in, and critique 
model-building. Filmmakers let catastrophe loose.  
 
Individual Shots: Making the Motion of the Body Legible 
The combination of narrative, editing, and performance that emerged after 1914 
gave filmmakers a diverse set of tools for making and critiquing their own and the many 
other models of motion. However, at the level of the individual shot, they had largely to 
abandon the luxurious wonder, theatrical monstrations, and psychological suspense of the 
cinema of attractions for something faster-paced, more rhythmic, and plainly legible.  
One can see this visual style in the sequence from The Bellboy described above. 
The action unfolds across symmetrically placed and well-defined horizontal lines: one for 
the unnoticed wire-basket and another for Buster Keaton, Joe Keaton and Al St. John. 
This compositional structure dominates much of the action of slapstick from this period. 
It was a stark break from the play with focal depth and vanishing points, the “swallowing 
of space,” that occurred in the phantom rides and the early chase films of the cinema of 
attractions.27  
Although many of slapstick’s performers had cut their teeth in vaudeville, their 
linear compositions had not been imported from the vaudeville circuit. Buster and Joe 
Keaton, for instance, perfected a knock-about skit called “The Human Mop” before 
Buster Keaton transitioned to filmmaking. In the skit, Joe would come out on stage 
holding Buster’s feet. Buster, his body held stiff as a board, would have his head on the 
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ground and covered with a mop. Joe would begin by mopping the floor with Buster. This 
literal mopping would quickly escalate into a figurative mopping, with Joe throwing 
Buster across the stage and into the scenery. The skit built to Joe tossing Buster into the 
audience. The audience would throw him back, and this physically dangerous breaking of 
vaudeville’s barely extant fourth wall would continue until Joe and Buster stopped the 
bit.28 Although Keaton the filmmaker did occasionally play with focal depth, for 
example, the approaching train sequence in The Goat (1921), the action in his movies, 
like the action in the films of Harold Lloyd, Charlie Chaplin and most other slapstick 
comics, generally took place along the vertical and horizontal axes.  
Often this linearity showed up both in the composition and in the story, in the 
instances when they used train tracks, trolley tracks, race tracks, track-and-field tracks, 
assembly lines, property lines, or clothes lines, to name just a few. Such legible motion 
could build into overwhelming, if still largely determined, chaos in a way that enframed, 
wondrous motion could not. That is not to say that it replaced the earlier style, rather that 
this legible, linear motion augmented and fused with the cinema of attractions. The first 
decade of cinema privileged looping serpentine curves made, for instance, with the 
pinwheeling legs and lovely belly of Foxy Grandpa or the swooping arms of Loie Fuller. 
Like the fairground from which it took its name, the cinema of attractions had more than 
its share of turning, spinning, rolling, and meandering. These motions still existed in 
1910s and 1920s slapstick. There is a raucous scene on a merry-go-round in Mabel’s 
Wilful Way (1915), for instance. Yet these returns to an earlier visuality were 
incorporated into a new organizing structure that was necessary after 1907 as movies 
became longer and more narrative. This augmentation of the cinema of attractions 
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affected all aspects of film style.  Shot composition, editing, narrative, and performance 
all changed. When it comes to the shifts in the style of individual shots, one has to return 
to an 1880s cognitive style that tried to systematically make motion not merely legible, 
but measurable. 
Few people worked harder to make motion legible than Etienne-Jules Marey. 
Marey, who lived from 1830 to 1904, was a French scientist in the growing field of 
physiology. He was a profoundly adept technician who invented numerous machines that 
spread his influence beyond medical science into aviation, sports, cinema, and the science 
of work, which he is credited with pioneering.29 His first invention was the 
sphygmographe (1860) or pulse writer. The sphygmographe traced the pulse of a patient 
onto a sheet of smoke-blackened paper. This continuous tracing of the pulse could be 
“read” by doctors who had never met the patient, and it could be compared to other 
patients’ pulses because the units of time and pressure were uniform. Marey saw his work 
as part of “the graphic method.”  
Cinema and media studies tends to think about “the graphic method” as Marey’s 
unnatural preoccupation. Doane writes about “Marey’s obsessive concern with the 
measurement and graphing of movement across time,” for example.30 The graphic 
method, however, was part of the vernacular of 19th-century science. It predates Marey 
quite significantly, emerging around 1800. As part of 19th-century revolutionary science, 
it wished to do away with the excessively flowery language of the previous century, and 
it met with tremendous success. In 1879, the American psychologist G. Stanley Hall told 
the readers of The Nation that “the graphic method is fast becoming the international 
language of science.”31 Marey, like many scientists at the time, wrote and lectured about 
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the graphic method throughout Europe. What makes Marey unique for cinema and media 
studies is not the graphic method itself, but the fact that he began to apply the graphic 
method to other pursuits, including proto-cinema.32 Starting in 1864 he quickly 
developed a spate of devices that use the graphic method to measure largely unseen 
motions within the human body: thermographs (1864), to mark changes in body heat; 
pneumographs (1865), to trace respiration; and myographs (1864 – 1866), to inscribe the 
expansion and contraction of muscles in the body.  
In 1867, Marey began to apply the graphic method to external motions. He 
constructed running shoes for humans and horseshoes for horses that registered when and 
with how much force they hit the ground. These investigations culminated in the 
publication of Animal Mechanism in 1873. For a few years Marey concentrated on 
inscribing the movement of birds and insects in flight and building mechanical models 
from these studies. In 1878, Marey picked up a copy of La Nature and saw Eadweard 
Muybridge’s photographs of a horse in motion. Marey had previously considered 
photography too slow to capture the motion of flight. Muybridge’s photographs 
suggested otherwise, and Marey set his substantial technological acumen to the task. 
Within a few years Marey had invented a chronophotographic gun capable of taking 
twelve photographs at very short but uniform intervals. 
Film scholars generally see Marey’s chronophotographic gun as philosophically 
and technically separate from his earlier work employing the graphic method. Marey did 
not. Marta Braun illustrates these different opinions quite well. She writes that for Marey, 
photography, “[i]nstead of being a substitute for the graphic method, … could extend it,” 
while she herself claims that this photographic method was categorically different 
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because it lost “continuity.”33 For Braun, this alleged loss of continuity is a philosophical 
distinction between the graphic method and what she calls the photographic and later the 
cinematographic method. According to Braun, the graphic method is continuous because 
the lines drawn by the devices are unbroken, while the photographic and cinematographic 
methods are fragmented, consisting of still snapshots that are later animated. The 
photographic method sacrifices “continuity” in order to gain “concrete detail.” 
Braun’s argument, which has echoes of Henri Bergson’s writing on the 
cinematograph, ignores the perceptual experience of cinematic motion.34 Although it is 
true that the still images that make up a film or zoetrope strip are discreet, when they are 
properly projected and put into motion—which is their intended final state—they are 
perceived as continuous. The gaps that exist between the still images disappear into a 
perceptual experience of continuous motion. When Braun wrote Picturing Time, the 
concept of the persistence of vision had only recently been debunked within the field of 
film studies. Braun existed in a field that largely thought of people as reverse 
cinematographs, that processed still retinal images into an illusion of motion. Twenty-
four years later, the field, with some exceptions, understands the perceptual experience of 
motion as an experience of real motion, one without stillness or any experience of 
perceptual gaps—a fact that Braun alludes to in a footnote.35 This shift in the field’s 
understanding of the perception of motion puts cinema and media studies back into 
dialogue with Marey and the graphic method. Cinematic motion is experienced by our 
visual system as if it were real motion. Because it is experienced as real motion, it is 
perceived continuously, like the sphygmographe and countless other 19th-century 
inventions. 
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Both the philosopher Gilles Deleuze and the film scholar Mary Ann Doane have 
made similar arguments about the nature of cinematic motion: that it should be 
understood from the subject position of an embodied spectator and not from the 
perspective of the apparatus. This argument, especially as articulated by Doane, is 
another instance of a rapprochement between vision science’s and film studies’ 
approaches to the visual perception of motion.  
For Deleuze, motion perception leads him to discuss three different movement-
images: the perception-image, the action-image, and the affection-image. His categories 
neatly separate perception, action, and affection—which, for Deleuze, is the center of 
subjectivity and, therefore, indetermination. Yet, his divisions and their neatness are 
baffling.36 Separating perception from action requires Deleuze to abandon the subject 
position of the embodied spectator, for embodied vision necessarily links action and 
perception. One catches a ball because one sees it. When one throws a ball, one looks to 
where it will go. The blind, perhaps especially the blind, help one see that vision is 
embodied, for they “see” through movement and how that movement changes the world 
around them.37 There is no perception without action or subjectivity. I have a second 
reason to keep the embodied spectator whole. This dissertation concerns a very different 
indeterminism, the indeterminism outside the subject, the indeterminism of everyday life. 
My dissertation builds off of Doane’s pioneering work in many ways, especially 
her engagement with the history of statistics and her development of the concept of 
contingency in cinema and media studies. Yet we differ around the question of whether 
cinema’s relation to time was strictly codified by the emergence of narrative film. I argue 
that slapstick filmmakers created narrative structures that continued to play with different 
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ways of representing time well into the 1920s and beyond. Indeed, Slapstick filmmakers 
often mined the early 1900s for such moments, joining in the celebration of movement 
and updating it. In Keaton’s case, his The Blacksmith (1922) echos Thomas Edison’s 
Blacksmith Scene (1893) and Seven Chances (1925) remakes Personal (1904), to name 
just two. That slapstick did more than just celebrate movement for its own sake does not 
mean that it did not genuinely strive, like early cinema, for a celebration of movement 
and its contingency. Despite this divergence in our thought, we share a belief that “what 
is still very much at stake is the attempt to structure contingency,” regardless of whether 
we are discussing early silent cinema or today’s digital images. As Doane shows us, these 
new technologies do not arrive without a history.38  
At the level of the shot, the distinction between a historical, embodied audience 
and an abstracted spectator is small but significant. Because Keaton built his narratives 
up from shots, a small distinction in shots grew into a sizeable difference in feature films. 
Keaton’s engagement with contingency started at the level of the shot, and it needed both 
a historical context and a visual continuity to properly express that contingency. The 
historical context often came through in objects—like the historically accurate trains that 
Keaton used in Our Hospitality and The General (see chapters three and four)—or in 
clever reference to recent events, like in Cops or The Navigator (see chapters two and 
three). The continuity, on the other hand, came from the shots themselves. Keaton needed 
a precise and legible continuity, one that he could turn against itself. So, even if Keaton 
may never have thought of the style he adapted as Marey’s, it mattered immensely that 
Marey created a very legible continuity.  
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For Marey, continuity meant many things. He considered it very important that he 
studied living organisms as they went about life. He wrote against vivisection, claiming 
that mere anatomy “destroy[ed] the normal disposition of the parts,” while “physiology, 
on the contrary, teaches us that most of the organs present, in the actions of life, changes 
both of form and volume, a few of which can only be easily perceived.”39 If Marey 
stressed the limits of vivisection, he also did not wish to become mired in what he might 
call the vagueness of vitalism. He would not leave the distinction between non-living and 
living beings up to a mystical, non-physical substance. As far as he was concerned: “I 
find that there are only two kinds of manifestations of life: those that are intelligible to 
us—these are physical and chemical—and those that are not intelligible. As to the latter, 
it is better to confess our ignorance than to disguise it with a pretense of explanation.”40 
In quotes like these, Marey begins to sound very much like March: he seems ready to live 
in a world with some ambiguity. One can begin to get a rich sense of the fine line that 
Marey walked from such quotations. For Marey, these are fluid terms. He invented 
objects that made previously incomprehensible physical manifestations of life intelligible. 
His attempts to photograph flight in order to make a flying machine are perhaps the best 
example. As poetic as these films might seem to audiences today, they had a very 
practical and industrial purpose. He aspired to move things from one category to another, 
from the mysterious to the measured. 
The meaning of Marey’s “intelligible” possessed a certain visual style, the style of 
“le methode graphique.” It was not, for example, a language. In Marey’s words, the 
graphic method recorded “the most fleeting, most delicate, and most complex 
movements, which no language could ever express.”41 He paid incredibly close attention 
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to small, nearly imperceptible changes and the order in which they occurred. In 1863, for 
example, Marey and the veterinary physiologist Jean Baptiste Auguste Chauveau used 
instrumentation inserted into the hearts of living animals to establish that the contraction 
of the heart created the pulse. Although the English physician William Harvey had 
claimed just that in the 17th-century, many doctors and medical researchers in France 
believed that the filling of the heart with blood caused its pulsing sensation, including 
Marey’s own teacher. It was only through careful measuring of the motions within the 
heart and their sequence that Marey was able to decisively demonstrate otherwise. The 
cognitive style of the graphic method placed previously hidden causes-and-effects in their 
proper relation through careful attention to motion.42  
Marey extended the graphic method into photography with the hope of bringing 
the same careful instrumental analysis to motions that are too quick to see, rather than too 
small. His switch to large motions also meant a switch to external motions.43 Marey 
began a search for causes-and-effects that were hidden in plain sight. What, precisely, 
caused a bird to fly? How, exactly, does a horse run? What is the chain of causes-and-
effects that a falling cat executes in order to land on its feet? Marey explained his reasons 
for innovating a photographic version of the graphic method in a short book called, 
Développement de la méthode graphique par l’emploi de la photographie. He believed 
that a photographic graphic method, so to speak, would be especially helpful “[w]hen the 
object in movement is inaccessible, like a star whose travels one wants to record; when 
its movements are executed in different directions at once or are of such extension that 
they cannot be directly inscribed on a piece of paper.”44 The photographic version of the 
graphic method became an “indirect” means of inscription. A horse’s motion did not 
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directly drive the stylus as the beating of the pulse did in the sphygmographe. Yet in both 
cases the graphic method held on to two of its important qualities: motion was traced 
from a three-dimensional event onto a two-dimensional surface and this tracing was 
driven by the energy of the subject.  
By the 1880s, Marey had gone from an outsider, distrusted by leading 
physiologists like Claude Bernard, to one of the mainstays of the new science of work. 
With substantial funding from the French government, Marey established a laboratory for 
the practice of the photographic version of the graphic method in the Bois de Boulogne. 
He christened it Le Station Physiologique and hired Otto Lund as his technical expert and 
Georges Demeny as his assistant. The science of work took on national importance after 
the Franco-Prussian War. Germany humiliated France. In defeat, many French policy-
makers pointed toward German efficiency and physicality as reasons for its victory. The 
science of work offered a rigorous method for improving French efforts in both those 
arenas as well as others. As Marey put it, the benefits of his work were numerous: “the 
physician may seek a new means for the diagnosis of certain maladies and for 
investigating the effects of their treatment; the soldier may study the proper regulation of 
marching so as to diminish fatigue and use to greater advantage the bodily forces; the 
educator of youth may learn how to logically direct gymnastic exercises; the artist, how 
to represent more truthfully the scenes that he wishes to depict; the agriculturalist, how to 
use to the best advantage the strength of animals; the artisan, how to more quickly 
acquire the skill necessary for his professional labours.”45 Marey’s work on human and 
animal locomotion could increase the efficiency or accuracy of everything from health 
care and the military to agriculture, manufacturing and the arts.   
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Marey’s shift to the study of large external motions inverted the technical 
challenges he had previously faced. In the past, Marey tinkered to uncover ingenious 
instruments for sensing tiny motions squirreled away in the body’s interior. Now he had 
to discover techniques for making legible much more complex and speedy motions that 
had a surfeit of visual information. Le Station Physiologique became a laboratory for 
reducing extraneous details from Marey’s chronophography and also from the 
composition of motion for the camera. Marey, Lund, and Demeny collaborated, 
experimenting with a wide variety of solutions. They built a covered hangar, open on one 
side with a completely black background that reflected little light and projected no sense 
of depth. Subjects would generally move horizontally across the hangar. Marey built 
railroad tracks perpendicular to the hangar so that the camera could smoothly and easily 
frame the motion. The rectilinear motion of the subject and the lack of depth exaggerated 
the formal two-dimensionality of chronophotography. They added alternating black and 
white blocks, each one-half meter long, “for estimating the size of the subject, the 
amplitude of his reactions and the extent of displacement of each part of his body.”46 
Demeny often wore a black body suit with a white line along his head and shoulder and 
white lines for the two major bones in the leg and arm closest to the camera (fig. 1.7 and 
1.8).47  
This profoundly stark presentation of the body in motion was both similar to and 
different from the motion that would emerge from cinema in the very next decade. 
Thomas Edison’s early movies often showed similar interests in physical motion and 
work. They, like Marey’s work, were short and often confined to a single space. Some of 
the oldest, like Newark Athlete (1891) and Blacksmith Scene, filmed in Edison’s Black 
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Maria studio, included a black background. Yet, the athlete stands still, juggling batons. 
The three blacksmiths, similarly stationary, trace curves through the air with their 
hammers. The director, William K.L. Dickson, makes no attempt to impose a linear 
structure onto the actors’ rounded motions. The attempt to make locomotion intelligible 
through the rigor of lines and linearity has been replaced by a pleasurable visuality. 
Demeny, clad in his white-lined black bodysuit, also traced curves in the air when he 
jumped over chairs or flexed his knees while running. Rarely does one find exclusively 
linear motion, even in very formal modernist animation. However, with Marey and 
Demeny, the need to measure prescribed a linear structure upon their chronophotography. 
This same need to measure is almost entirely absent from the cinema of attractions.  
Pervasively measured and linearly composed motion returned with slapstick 
comedy. This rehabilitation of an earlier cognitive style need not be a direct quotation of 
Marey. By 1914, although the burgeoning film industry had eclipsed his 
chronophotography, Marey’s approach was ubiquitous. His techniques permeated the 
analysis and representation of motion far beyond cinema. By the 1910s the graphic 
method had been percolating through the sciences and arts for over a hundred years. The 
term now referred to a set of techniques for calculating all sorts of physical motions and 
passages of time.48 Physics for Technical Students (1914) states that “[a] very simple and 
rapid method of calculating vectors, called the Graphical Method, depends on the fact 
that a vector may be completely represented by a straight line having at one end an arrow 
head.”49 Physics in Everyday Life (1921) also taught a “graphic method of finding the 
resultant [of a vector].”50 The examples outlined in these sections concisely tie together 
motion, linear representation, and cause-and-effect (fig. 1.9 and 1.10). Motion is the 
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effect of forces acting upon a body, and one determines the resultant motion by drawing 
lines. The graphic method had become the lingua franca for analyzing the causes-and-
effects of motion.  
The motion studies of Frank and Lillian Gilbreth perfected this lingua franca, in 
its most earnest and un-ironic form. Frank Gilbreth began his career as a bricklayer 
before discovering his calling as a scientific manager. Lillian Gilbreth trained as a 
psychologist. Together they wrote, spoke, and consulted across the nation, plying 
scientific management wherever they went. Scientific management held substantial 
popular interest. Physics for Everyday Life introduces the Gilbreth’s work in a section 
called “Graphical Methods Employed in Scientific and Industrial Processes.” In a 
colloquial illustration of Anson Rabinbach’s concept of the human motor, the idea that 
thermodynamics made it possible to think about mechanical and human labor as 
interchangeable, the textbook goes on to write:  
 
In recent years the practice of employing graphic methods in scientific processes and 
especially in industrial efficiency measurements has been widely extended. For example, 
(a) the mechanical engineer makes constant use of the “work diagram” in estimating the 
amount of energy expended per piston stroke of heat engines (both gas and steam); (b) 
the optical graph method furnishes an admirable method of determining the efficiency of 
workmen in the various industrial callings, Fig. 101. Also (c) similar methods are 
employed in the study of motions exerted by oarsmen, golf players, and so forth, carried 
out by Mr. M.B. Gilbreth.51 
 
Slapstick comedians may not have known of Etienne-Jules Marey. In the United 
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States, most people during this period considered Thomas Edison the inventor of motion 
pictures. Nor is it likely that they celebrated Marey as the creator of what the scholar 
Anson Rabinbach calls the “new science of human labor power built on 
thermodynamics.”52 Slapstick comedian did, however, know about the Gilbreths, and the 
Gilbreths, beyond being associated with the graphic method, used a number of tools and 
methods pioneered by Marey. Jules Amar, a student of Marey’s collaborator Chauveau, 
corresponded with the Gilbreths and was thanked in a number of their books. The 
Gilbreth’s brand of scientific management was of the graphic method school, so to speak. 
Buster Keaton’s movies contain two overt references to the Gilbreths: the first, 
from The Goat (1921), and the second from Seven Chances (1925). Keaton made The 
Goat in his second year of directing moving pictures. Near the middle of the film, two 
construction workers get into an argument. One turns to the other and says, via intertitles, 
“Don’t tell me how to mix mortar!” He swings at the man who told him how to do his 
job. That man pushes the other worker over into the mortar, and Buster mistakes the now 
flailing, mortar-covered laborer for a ghost (fig. 1.11).53 Frank Gilbreth’s first book, 
Bricklaying System (1909), initially seems like the target of this gag. It contains an entire 
chapter on mortar. Like the jabs at Henry Ford and the Model-T that film scholar Charles 
Musser has outlined, the references to foiled and disgruntled bricklayers continued in 
slapstick. In Seven Chances a gaggle of jilted brides mobs a bricklayer. When they run 
off, each bride takes a brick or two to hurl at Keaton. The mob picks the wall clean of 
every last brick. Looking at the camera, the worker throws down his tools in disgust and 
walks off the job (fig. 1.12 – 1.14).  
That short sequences from The Goat and Seven Chances do not resoundingly call 
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for the workers of the world to unite against the evils of scientific management. At worst, 
they humorously point out some of the same limitations and contradictions within 
managerial systems that Gilbreth attempted to be genuinely forthright about. The Goat 
and Bricklaying System both suggest that you cannot productively tell someone else how 
to mix mortar. In its aspirational and exhaustively thorough way, Bricklaying System 
addresses the absurdity of trying to teach in a book something that requires years of 
experience to learn. In the chapter on mortar, Gilbreth does not once give a recipe for 
mortar because so much depends on the qualities of the ingredients. For this reason, he 
treats the mixing of mortar as a highly valuable skill, something that cannot be reduced to 
a simple recipe or ratio. Indeed, he writes that “[t]he right amount of sand to put into 
mortar is a question that has interested the leading authorities on this subject throughout 
the world for years.” Instead the chapter on mortar peppers the reader with ideas for how 
to most economically use the skills and experience of a team of bricklayers. Contractors 
pay bricklayers well, so do not, Gilbreth urges, waste their time or your money by putting 
them in a poor system. For example, “[k]eep the sand screens in perfect repair, [so that 
the bricklayers do not have]… to remove pebbles from the mortar on the wall one at a 
time….” Because mortar cannot easily be mixed, Gilbreth advises that contractors treat 
the man mixing the mortar well and, for example, give him “first chance on all overtime 
work.”54 Gilbreth does not tell his readers how to mix mortar, and he advises his readers 
to do the same: one should respect the knowledge and experience of bricklayers, or risk a 
slapstick roll in the mortar, like in The Goat. 
Gilbreth’s chapter on mortar cannot stand-in for the whole history of scientific 
management, a history still debated today.55 Nor does this dissertation attempt to tell that 
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story. Throughout this chapter and others, I will look into various strands of the history of 
scientific management. Some of these strands tell the story of a radically democratic 
approach to business that challenged the authority of capitalists and aspired to improve 
the lives of working-class laborers and middle-class managers alike. Other strands 
describe a scientific management that became a tool, almost exclusively in the hands of 
white, middle-class men and their white, upper-class male bosses, to maintain gender, 
race, and class divides. Scientific management in the 1910s and 1920s, like motion 
pictures, was both of those things.  
 
Measuring Motion 
I have taken time to outline slapstick comedy’s overt knowledge of scientific 
management to demonstrate that their relation goes well beyond simple critique. They 
shared a visual, cognitive style for the presentation of cause-and-effect. The practices of 
slapstick comedy and the science of work both grew out of what the historian Anson 
Rabinbach called “the modernity of the body cast as social instrument.”56 The aesthetics 
of scientific management, along with its confused class politics, offer insights into and a 
vocabulary for discussing the motion, politics, and style of the period’s moving 
pictures.57  
Anson Rabinbach, a scholar of modern Europe’s cultural and intellectually 
history, makes a nuanced mischaracterization of scientific management when he claims 
that it ended a romantic way of thinking about work, labor and the human motor in 
Europe. According to Rabinbach, the European science of work, which held out hope for 
utopian solutions to the problems of human fatigue and limited productivity, was 
rationalized out of the marketplace by the bottom line of American capitalism. He writes 
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“Taylorists stood on the side of management.”58 Although certain Taylorists, especially 
Frederick Winslow Taylor himself, were largely looking out for themselves, certain 
promoters of scientific management, such as Frank and Lillian Gilbreth, were genuinely 
concerned for American workers. The Gilbreths, for example, used motion study to argue 
for the employment of handicapped Americans who wished to work.59 (fig. 1.15) The 
same general existential and class struggles that animated the politics of work and fatigue 
in Europe also colored aspects of the American debates.  
Future Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis coined the term “scientific 
management” in 1911, while arguing the Eastern Rate Case before the Interstate 
Commerce Commission (ICC). Created in 1887, the ICC was America's first regulatory 
agency, tasked with policing the railroad companies, which were largely set up as local 
monopolies.60 Brandeis presented a case against the bigger railroads which wanted to 
raise rates. The issue at the heart of the case was a profoundly democratic one: how is 
expertise determined and maintained, and which class of people wield it? In a heated 
exchange between Brandeis and Mr. Daly, a railroad executive, the determination of 
expertise is front and center. 
 
Mr. BRANDEIS. Now, there must be some elements, aside from the innate conviction in 
your mind that a thing is low or high. You might as well have told us that your judgment 
is that that rate, instead of being 77, ought to be 82. I mean assuming it was. You 
wouldn't tell us unless it was.  
 
Mr. DALY. If I had, it would be based exactly on the same reasons.  
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Mr. BRANDEIS. Yes; but, if you have a judgment on which the commission, or at least 
others who are endeavoring to learn from you, are expected to rely, I think they might 
reasonably ask that the basis of your judgment, if you are able to express it in words, 
should be stated.  
 
Mr. DALY. The basis of my judgment is exactly the same as the basis of a man who 
knows how to play a good game of golf. It comes from practice, contact and experience 
with the particular subject at issue.  
 
Mr. BRANDEIS. I don't care to spend time, but I want to know, Mr. Daly, just as clearly 
as you can state it, whether you can give a single reason, based on anything more than 
your arbitrary judgment as you have expressed it?  
 
Mr. DALY. None whatever.  
 
Mr. BRANDEIS. None whatever?  
 
Mr. DALY. None whatever.61  
 
Mr. Daly could not explain his decision to raise rates. His expertise was a mystical, 
illegible thing. This type of unjustified and inarticulable expertise was exactly what was 
on trial. America was in the throes of a managerial revolution, which was ultimately an 
expansion of the American bourgeoise against the interests of an intrenched plutocracy. It 
was an expansion that would, quickly, turn against the innate know-how of laborers, as 
well. Yet, in 1911, scientific management was still an idealistic and democratic endeavor. 
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As historian of science Theodore Porter has outlined, quantification is often employed “to 
diminish the domain of personal judgment” in the interest of establishing a more stable 
and effective democracy. The workings of the American democractic system seem to 
suggest that it is better for democracy if some decisions are made by established 
conventions rather than by powerful, individual leaders. Scientific management's yen for 
measurement promised, in the eyes of some, to offer just such a rhetoric of impersonality 
or in philosopher Thomas Nagel’s language: “a view from nowhere,” a view without a 
subject position.62  
Impersonality echoed across the demeanors of slapstick comics. Publicists 
referred to Keaton’s Great Stone Face. Keaton himself insisted “working with a straight 
face, a sober face, was mechanical with me.”63 Chaplin’s Tramp sauntered around with 
calculated nonchalance verging on indifference. Harold Lloyd’s glasses and make-up lent 
his face the constant appearance of blank, wide-eyed shock (fig. 1.16). Although the 
characters they protrayed came from a wide variety of backgrounds, each slapstick comic 
generally stuck to a consistent uniform. Their personas had made the leap from charged 
vaudeville stereotype to a mass-culture slapstick standard that could slide between 
classes.64 They communicated emotion and pathos without providing much of a glimpse 
into the character they were portraying or his personality. Such blankness contrasted with 
the ruling class’s claims about the importance of personal choice and individual 
character. John Pierpont Morgan sphinx-like answers to Congress in 1912 perhaps most 
famously illustrated that distinction, including “[t]he first thing is character” and “I did it 
because I thought it was the thing to do.”65 Keaton, Lloyd, Chaplin and other slapstick 
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comics often played nameless, character-less characters who did things because they had 
no other choice. Characters, who like Keaton in The High Sign, “came from Nowhere.” 
Similarly, the emphasis on legibility that slapstick shared with scientific 
management required measurement. Slapstick did not use the gridded backgrounds of the 
Gilbreth’s or the black-and-white measuring sticks of Marey. The science of work 
presented a more clinical presentation of measurement. Slapstick filmmakers, however, 
also pared down their sets to draw attention to the gags, gags that relied heavily on exact 
measurements. In Keaton’s productions, these measurements often fell to Fred “Gabe” 
Gabourie, whom Keaton referred to as his “technical man.” For sequences in Sherlock Jr. 
and Seven Chances, the crew used tape-measures, a cross-bar and surveyor’s instruments 
to exactly match Keaton’s body position across cuts.66 The execution of the climactic 
cyclone scene in Steamboat Bill, Jr. was, according to Keaton, “all Gabe Gabourie.”67 As 
Keaton explains,  
 
[w]e build the windows so that I had a clearance of two inches on each shoulder, and the 
top missed my head by two inches and the bottom my heels by two inches. We mark the 
ground out and drive big nails where my two heels are going to be. ... Now we had to 
make sure that we were getting our foreground and background wind effect, but that no 
current ever hit the front of that building when it started to fall, because if the wind warps 
her she’s not going to fall where we want her, and I’m standing right out front. But it’s a 
one-take scene and we got it that way. You don’t do those things twice.68  
 
The period’s cogntive style could not have existed without these detailed measurements 
to help match the motions of one moving body to another. The Gilbreths strove to 
	 74	
accomplish this at the workplace. They made movies so that actions could be 
standardized and repeated, including screenings of the motions of the most efficient 
workers for everyone at the workplace. These screenings gave the workers someone’s 
motions to copy (fig.1.17). Gridded backgrounds and other forms of measurement helped 
facilitate these attempts at standardization (fig. 1.18). Keaton also used measurement to 
match his motions in one shot to his motions in the next. Although he was copying 
himself rather than someone else, he could not have matched his own motions without 
the extensive help of measurements. The cognitive style of motion at the time leaned 
heavily on measurement. 
The reliance on measurement still left ample room for political and practical 
disagreement. Careful measurement also allowed Keaton to do things once and then 
never again. That is to say, careful measurement could also work against the push for 
standardization and repetition. As I will discuss in more detail in chapter three, the 
debates about the frequency and organization of movements that measurement provoked 
rippled throughout early 20th-century America. 
Whether it was Louis Brandeis arguing a case or Mack Sennett producing a 
comedy for Keystone Films, the motions of work marked a nexus of working- and 
middle-class interests. Managers and workers cared about making the motions of work 
more efficient and more sustainable, even if they did not trust the interests and motives of 
each other. This is especially evident if you look at the literature around scientific 
management, where the critique from the working class was never about the motions 
themselves, but about how the human execution of those motions were measured, 
standardized and controlled and who measured, standardized, and controlled them. 
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In 1910s and 1920s America, the motion of labor was being measured in a broad 
way. Frank and Lillian Gilbreth measured the labor of office workers, surgeons, 
bricklayers, pianists and injured war veterans, to name just a few. The Ford Motor 
Company and others innovated techniques for measuring the labor of machines. These 
new motions, whether human or mechanical, call out to be attended to, measured, 
described, articulated and collected. This measurement did not imply mastery: months, 
even years, of experience needed to accrue so that patterns and improvements could be 
sussed out. As I will discuss in the next chapter, the statistical measurements could also 
be heuristic, imperfect, non-mathematical, and embodied. At times labor and 
management even carried out joint inventories of the motions of the work done within a 
factory or other business. Theirs was a culture that measured motion.69 The explosion of 
new motions, from hybrid motions that incorporated the motions of man and machine to 
fragmented motions in a factory that used interchangeable parts, demanded it. It was 
within this culture and experience of motion that audiences watched slapstick comedies, 
and it is within this same culture that slapstick used measurement to shape its evolving 
style and develop new shots, edits and gags. 
 
Recovering a Language of Motion 
The proliferation of the graphic method in the 1910s and 1920s places written 
histories of the period in a bind. If Marey is right about the graphic method, and it truly 
does capture what he called “the most fleeting, most delicate, and most complex 
movements, which no language could ever express,” then written scholarship would be of 
little use. Luckily the popularization of the graphic method lead to attempts to articulate 
the motions of the human body that were filmed and photographed by scientific 
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management. Although these articulations do not replace photographs and films, they 
afford glimpses into how bodily motion was discussed. The language of motion study, in 
particular, offers a rare set of elucidations that can productively be applied to the 
unexpectedly strange ways that slapstick comedians move through individual shots.  
In the late 1910s and early 1920s falling did not signal clumsiness like it did in 
earlier chase films. In How a French Nobleman Got a Wife through the New York Herald 
Personal Columns (1904) an amateur female actor tumbles running down a hill, her straw 
hat bouncing off her head. She is one of eleven women chasing after the character of the 
French nobleman. The audience gets a certain amount of pleasure from the awkward 
banality of her fall. Although one can never know for certain, she falls in a very realistic 
manner, putting out her hands to catch herself. She seems surprised to hit the ground and 
protects herself with her hands and elbows, in a way that later slapstick comedians almost 
never do (fig. 1.19). Her fall comes at the thirty second mark in a nearly sixty second 
long shot. The composition of the shot appears to encourage such accidents—it is a long 
shot with a large amount of real estate to cover quickly on foot—at the same time that 
other details point to her fall being inadvertent. The camera remains unmoving as she 
picks herself up and revs back up to a canter, rejoining her place in the parade of running 
bodies. The wide camera angle covers a substantial amount of space, so that there is a 
healthy amount of room for these well-dressed women and man to unintentionally trip or 
slip. Although slapstick comedians would later perform much more dangerous stunts, 
there is something enjoyable, yet disconcerting and even mean-spirited about how all the 
actors seem in over their heads. The next scene illustrates this well, as the twelve actors 
negotiate a sandy cliff. Some jump off of it with more style than others, but everyone 
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takes their time, not wanting to get hurt. Their clumsiness, whether seen in their falls or 
in their struggles not to fall, appears to be the point.  
The everyday awkwardness of falling had been funny for a long time before these 
early chase films. In 1855, Charles Baudelaire rhapsodized on what it means to laugh at 
one’s “Christian brother” falling in the street.70 In the last few decades falling has reliably 
marked incompetence even more than mere clumsiness: from Johnny Knoxville’s 
embrace of idiocy to Chevy Chase’s impersonations of Gerald Ford. Yet, in the late 
1910s and 1920s, falling did not translate easily into mere clumsiness or incompetence.  
At a very basic level, actors fell with too much consistency, legibility, and 
commitment for only clumsiness to be communicated. For example, Mabel Normand and 
Fatty Arbuckle execute several textbook two-legged pratfalls at the base of a fair ground 
slide in Mabel’s Wilful Way (1915). The two-legged pratfall involves throwing both legs 
out in front of you and landing squarely on your sit bones (fig. 1.20 – 1.22). Ideally, the 
comedian has enough flexibility to hold his legs up in the air while his rear begins to fall, 
creating a momentary appearance of levitation which heightens the collapse to the 
ground. Arbuckle was particularly good at keeping his legs high, so that after he hit the 
ground he could almost instantly rock backwards into a mess of legs and arms. This type 
of fall occurs along a vertical axis, giving it a strong initial legibility. That legibility 
combines with its speed and the momentary appearance of levitation to create a clear fall 
that rapidly builds to a chaotic jumble of limbs. This process requires the comedian to 
embark on a very short journey from near total physical control to a surrender to gravity 
that runs parallel to the visual transition from the legible to the chaotic. Arbuckle and 
Normand make an enormous effort to guide their conscious surrender to gravity as 
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deliberately as possible. Their careful attention to how they fall turns a sign of clumsiness 
into a play between order and disorder. 
Slapstick comics took the pratfall’s mix of order and disorder and ran with it. For 
example, Harold Lloyd often reversed it. He generally went from a paralyzing disorder 
back to a tentative order, as when numerous objects, including planks, tennis nets and 
clocks, assault him on his way up the International Savings and Exchange Bank Building 
in Safety Last! (1923). Buster Keaton, who had learned filmmaking from Fatty Arbuckle, 
continued in the tradition of the pratfall but raised the stakes. Keaton pushed toward 
greater risks. Increasing the chance of injury gave him a larger canvas and broader palate 
for imbuing a somewhat controlled fall with a rapid transition to chaos.  
Keaton also went so far as to directly contrast the earlier style of chase films with 
his own by remaking the chase sequence from How a French Nobleman… as the climatic 
chase sequence in his feature film Seven Chances. Keaton made a number of important 
changes to the set up in How a French Nobleman… that I will return to in the next 
chapter. At the level of the single shot he composed and framed his running very 
differently than the filmmakers did in 1904. 
In place of the sandy cliff that the actors in How a French Nobleman... linger 
over, Keaton installs a sandy mountain. Instead of hesitating at the top in a fixed shot that 
lasts nearly a minute, Keaton launches himself into the air in a spectacular shot that lasts 
only seven seconds. Something about the decision to throw himself off the top of a sandy 
mountain seems strangely rational. Despite the contingency involved in giving his body 
over to gravity, Keaton guides the fall well. Traveling about four full body-lengths 
through the air, he lands on his back only to careen another three body-lengths, flipping 
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over again. In this seven-second shot he falls perhaps a hundred feet down the slope, 
completing almost four flips (fig. 1.23).  
This shot, like much of Keaton's movies, are very difficult to describe. Verbs like 
“launch,” “careen,” and “throw” have an excessively active quality to them. Careen, for 
example, is defined as “to rush headlong, to hurtle.” It is an exciting word, but only a 
partially accurate description. A better verb to describe the action of his body would be 
plainer. He falls so matter-of-factly, and, yet, it is a motion that he has to execute nearly 
perfectly or risk serious injury. It is something between a fall and a gymnast’s more 
controlled tumble. The actual filmming of the fall was likely completed in a single take, 
like most of Keaton’s more dangerous stunts, and not described beyond the term “chase 
sequence” in the shooting plans for the movie.71  
The way Keaton runs in the shot immediately before this fall is similarly both 
bizarre and plain. The pinwheeling of his arms, the cant of his chin, the forward position 
of his knees and feet. It all seems carefully demonstrative and painstakingly articulated 
and yet also desperate and urgent (fig. 1.24 – 1.26). Keaton in motion appears as both 
rational, a purposeful part of a long series of causes and effects, and, somehow, highly 
unlikely and on the verge of catastrophe.That seven-second shot from Seven Chances 
presents itself as something like part of a solution to the problem at the heart of the 
movie: how can Keaton’s character James Shannon get to the house of Mary Jones 
played by Ruth Dwyer by 7pm (without getting waylaid by hundreds of furious, jilted 
brides)? It seemed as if Keaton nonchalantly thought to himself, considering the slope of 
this pitch and the spring of the sand, the one best way down is an acrobatic fall. The 
motion of his body appears both amazingly efficient and entirely uncalled for.  
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Film critics at the time had little to say about how Keaton moved beyond providing a 
litany of synomoms for the verb “to run.” New York Times reviewer Mourdant Hall 
describes the chase sequence thus: “There are some humorous scenes in which the 
women are seen giving chase to James as he hurriedly leaves the church. No matter 
where he turns he runs into a flock of these would-be brides. … These sequences are a 
little long and rather labored, and there is too much slapstick in them.”72 Although we 
find the language of work popping up indirectly in Hall’s review with terms like 
“labored,” Hall and other contemporary film critics offered little insight into how these 
motions were understood. Compared to the film critic, the language of scientific 
management is much more helpful. 
Frank and Lillian Gilbreth devote a whole chapter of their 1911 book Motion 
Study to the description of how people move, particularly when working. Chapter four 
outlines the “variables of motion,” which are “acceleration, automaticity, combination 
with other motions, cost, direction, effectiveness, foot-pounds of work accomplished, 
inertia and momentum overcome, length, necessity, path, play for position, and speed.”73 
Here one begins to find terms with the unvarnished, businesslike quality that one sees in 
Keaton’s movements. Although some of these terms sound familiar, the Gilbreths’ 
descriptions are often not what one expected. The first two sentences on variable five, 
direction, read: “In most cases, the direction of a motion that is most economical is the 
one that utilizes gravitation the most. Oftentimes delivering material to a high-priced 
workman by leaving the material in a high position also makes easy unloading for the 
low-priced workman.”74 The theme of gravity continues. In their discussion of “Path,” 
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they write: “The path most desirable is usually that which permits gravitation to assist in 
carrying the material to place.”75 The Gilbreths, like Keaton in Seven Chances, treats 
gravity as a tool. In good mass culture form, Keaton’s fall in Seven Chances allows him 
to occupy the position of the material itself as he delivers his body and guides it down the 
hill. Part of the reason that falling did not signal incompetence was because scientific 
managers and the public-at-large were interested in harnessing gravity to increase 
efficiency. 
Yet falling was not merely about managing a natural law to increase efficiency. 
Falling could also be read as a dangerous failure that accompanied both heroic and ill-
advised attempts to push techonolgy forward. In the early 1910s the science of aviation 
was a particularly strong example of this. Parachutists had been jumping from buildings 
and hot air balloons since the late 18th-century, but the technology proved difficult to 
adapt to airplanes. Stories about successful and tragic parachute jumps peppered the news 
throughout the decade. On July 20, 1913 The Los Angeles Times ran an article entitled 
“Parachute Man Killed by Fall in Seattle.” A year earlier The New York Times reported 
on a young man who died during his first parachute jump. Two thousand people watched 
him fall to his death in Nahant, Massachusetts.76 These demonstrations were mass culture 
affairs. One of the most famous failures occured on February 4, 1912, when Franz 
Reichelt jumped to his death from the Eiffel Tower (fig. 1.27). The Chicago Daily 
Tribune captured the tragic irony of the event with its headline “Killed Testing His Air 
Device: Tailor Jumps from Eiffel Tower with Parachute Designed to Save Life.”77 The 
strange, and in this case entirely unnecessary, reality—that people fell to their deaths 
making aviation safer—was not lost on the public or the newspapers. It stirred up a mix 
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of emotions. As The Washington Post reported on Reichelt’s death, “[a] great crowd that 
had gathered at the base of the tower burst into jeers when they saw what they believed to 
be the dummy drop. Their mirth suddenly changed to consternation when they realized 
that it as the inventor himself.”78 Falling had become a sign of both failure and the 
advances being made.  
In these multiple descriptions of the effects of gravity, one can begin to see how 
failure and progress shared the same aesthetic. Both could be incredibly thorough and 
efficient. Reichelt’s fall lasted a mere four seconds. According to the Post, “[h]ardly a 
bone in his body was left unbroken.”79 Pathé and many other newsreel companies were 
there to film it, and the report was sent to cinemas around the world. Pathé filmed the fall 
from under the Eiffel Tower. Reichelt enters the frame near the top, coming into view as 
he passes the apex of one of the Tower’s arches. He drops in a verticle line, throwing up 
dirt and frost as he abruptly hits the ground. As the crowd’s initial reaction suggests, it 
looks like slapstick comedy. Only the knowledge that somone has died transform the 
comedic to the tragic.  
The development of a successful airplane parachute illustrates the prevalence of 
the Gilbreth’s terms even for a device that is meant to slow down, rather that speed up, 
someone’s progress through the air. Popular Mechanics’ describes an early successful 
airplane parachute, one designed by Marius and Julius Marcucci. The magazine sketches 
the parachutes transition from being “horizontally disposed” above the plane to a 
“vertical position” prior to its deployment. The article goes on to say that “[u]pon the 
downward movement of the aeroplane it fills and lifts itself free from the standard upon 
which it is mounted. All this occurs automatically....”80 The successful parachute ends up 
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countering the pull of gravity through wind resistence and uses that opposing force to free 
the pilot’s seat from the plane itself. This process required the inventors to think about 
numerous properties of motion, including “acceleration, automaticity, direction, 
effectiveness, path, speed, inertia and momentum overcome.” In this case, however, 
gravity is not just a force to harness—separating the plane from the pilot’s seat. It is also 
something to fight against. Gravity aids efficiency, and gravity maims and kills.81  
The aesthetic practices of Marey and the Gilbreths helped develop a shared 
language for discussing cause-and-effect that was as visual as it was verbal. Terms like 
“automaticity, direction, effectiveness, and path” described motions as varied as 
bricklaying, swinging a baseball bat, filing papers, falling to one’s death and being saved 
from such a fall. This style could be used to promote the elimination of waste, calculate 
the end point of a vector or describe a tragic death. One could delay, fail, destroy and 
sabotage with the same efficiency as one can build, facilitate, progress and speed up. 
Such versatility helps scholars today use the language of scientific management to better 
describe and understand the paradoxical relationship between order and disorder. At the 
level of comedic themes, these paradoxes have long been self-evident, for example, the 
humor that Charlie Chaplin and Mack Swain find in starving to death in Gold Rush 
(1925) or the comedic premise of Mack Sennett’s Keystone Cops, bumbling, inept 
purveyors of law and order. At the level of cinematic motions, these paradoxes have been 
harder to see. 
Film scholar Tom Gunning gives these paradoxes an apt name: “the radical 
heterogeniety” of cinema. He positions that term within a much longer scholarly history 
that recongizes “the dialectic between spectacle and narrative,” including the work of 
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Laura Mulvey on classical cinema and Donald Crafton’s scholarship on slapstick 
comedy. Generally, Gunning and others have characterized this radicial heterogenity as a 
mixture of narrative order with cinematic motions of disorder. Gunning uses the example 
of Personal as well, writing that it  
 
shows the creation of a narrative linearity, as the French nobleman runs for his life from 
the fiancées his personal column ad has unleashed. However, at the same time, as the 
group of young women pursue their prey towards the camera in each shot, they encounter 
some slight obstacle (a fence, a steep slope, a stream) that slows them down for the 
spectator, providing a minispectacle pause in the unfolding of narrative.82 
 
The radical heterogenity that Gunning saw, expands as one digs into the cognitive style 
of the period. The opposition between narrative linearity and spectacular pauses widens 
to reveal a heterogenity within motion itself, within editing, and within narrative. 
Slapstick comics transform the chase as a model for what Gunning called “linearity as 
well as basic editing continuity” into a style of motion with and across edits that is 
disconcertingly non-linear, a mixture of chaos and control. By telling stories about 
natural diasters, economic swings, anarchist politics and war, filmmakers injected the 
unpredictable into their narrative structures. The changes in the culture’s understanding 
of chance and chaos combined with the narrativization of cinema to transform cinematic 
motion, editing, and narrative. These developments were later swallowed whole by 
classical cinema, so that when film historians looks back the first radical heterogeniety 
one sees is between orderly narrative and chaotic or spectacular motions. Yet, much like 
one finds within organic cells, within the now standard structure there are smaller 
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structures that once existed independently and that had and have their own radical 
heterogeneity.  
The seven-second shot in Seven Chances, the two-legged fall in Mabel’s Wilful 
Way, and the set piece in The Bellboy have offered glimpses of the paradoxical meanings, 
the radical heterogeniety, that cinematic motion could communicate by itself. They all 
contain a pratfall that is at once an orderly series of controlled causes-and-effects and a 
surrender to larger, natural forces. Slapstick, in effect, uses the legibility of the graphic 
method to critique the concept of an always orderly cause-and-effect. Sometimes the 
pratfall is diagetically accidental, as in Fatty Arbuckle’s two-legged falls in Mabel’s 
Wilful Way. Other times it seems to be purposeful, like when Keaton throws himself 
down the sandy mountain in Seven Chances. Such purposefulness takes the dangerous 
motion of falling and gives it not just the aesthetics of efficiency, but also that of 
intention. Falling contains both a risk of failure and an efficient means of realizing a goal 
within the story.  
A single motion is so fleeting that it can hardly hold this paradoxical set of 
meanings for very long. Keaton generally would include many such paradoxical motions 
and overlay them with a vascillating narrative structure. Within such a visual strucure, the 
arch of the story reinforces the radical heterogeniety of cinematic motion. Near the end of 
Seven Chances, for example, Keaton declares “There is nothing before me but failure and 
disgrace, and you mean too much to me to let you share it!” And, yet, this defeat is 
followed by marriage once they discover that according to the clock on the town hall, 
Keaton arrived in time. Their marriage can fulfill the requirements of his uncle’s will, and 
they can inherit enough money for Keaton to pay his creditors and avoid prison. 
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Motions, although fleeting, present a much more unresolvable ambiguity than 
narrative generally can. Motion does not have to, like the plot of Seven Chances, choose 
between two possible endings. Frank and Lillian Gilbreth’s terms for describing motion 
can help tease out from physical motions some of that delicate, complex ambiguity that 
no language could ever express. Picture this scene from Cops. The entire police force 
chases Keaton down the town’s main street.83 The chief of police sees the crowd 
approaching. He dashes out into the street to nab Keaton (fig. 1.28 – 1.30). Without 
slowing down, Keaton dives between the chief’s legs, upending him. Carrying his 
momentum forward, Keaton bounds to his feet and keeps running.  
What have we just seen? Let’s put aside the chaos of hundreds of policemen 
running down the street and Keaton’s narrowing options to focus on Keaton and the chief 
of police. Keaton dives. He hits the ground on purpose and in an intended direction. The 
chief instinctively grabs for Keaton. Lunging forward and down, he loses his balance, just 
as Keaton’s shoulders splay the chief’s calves. Keaton does not knock the chief over, so 
much as the chief tips himself over when Keaton is not where the chief anticipated he 
would be. Keaton falls on purpose, while the chief falls unexpectedly. Keaton uses 
gravity and his own forward momentum to combine two motions into one: dodging the 
cop in front of him, while moving forward to avoid the cops behind him. In the section, 
“Combination with Other Motions, and Sequence,” the Gilbreths write: “if the motions 
combined are dissimilar, two motions may often be transformed into one.”84 Keaton 
purveys chaos with a textbook efficiency, running out of options he combines two 
motions into one and, for a moment, escapes. The police chief and the mess of cops 
running toward him enforce order in haphazard and unsuccesfully chaotic ways. These 
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motions entangled disorder and order, irreverence and efficiency, and progress and 
failure in a cognitive style that responded to the economic, technological and other 
cultural realities of its audiences.  
The intertwining of success and failure and of order and disorder at the level of 
the shot go on in the next chapter to build into the tragicomic at the level of the edited 
sequence. In chapters three and four, several sequences together become narratives about 
patterns of interuption, capitalist violence, and the weak who survive, wherever possible, 
America’s great economic machine. Slapstick filmmakers started here, at the level of 
motion within the frame. This basic fact about slapstick, that it starts small, meant that it 
could build up to narrative through the very motions and visual habits that newly 
populated everyday life. These motions and habits contained within them an ambiguity 
about capitalism. The motions of efficient construction were also the motions of 
annihalation. The legibility of capitalism might best communicate the chaos it sows.  
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Chapter Two  
Editing Remakes a Visual Form 
 
 
Introduction: A Bombing and a Train Crossing 
On September 16, 1920 a horse-and-wagon carrying explosives detonated next to 
the J.P. Morgan & Co. building at 23 Wall Street in New York City. Thirty-eight people 
died. Hundreds were injured. No one was charged, and no one claimed responsibility. 
Reporting about the explosion oscillated back-and-forth between evidence for a bombing 
and evidence for an accident, from eyewitness accounts of three men running from the 
scene to a messenger boy who saw a wagon marked “Explosives” roll by fifteen minutes 
before the detonation. Some reported noticing “DuPont Powder Works” stenciled on the 
side of a wagon, others swore it was “DuPont Powder Company” on the side of an 
automobile. Some folks had seen no writing at all. Confusion reigned over every little 
detail.1 The New York Times explored multiple possibilities, looking into the City’s lax 
permitting of the sale and transportation of explosives as well as the potential anarchist 
threat.2  
Although the press and the relatively young Bureau of Investigation (the 
forerunner of the FBI) speculated widely that the bombing was the work of Italian 
anarchists, the public largely forgot about the bombing. J.P. Morgan & Company was 
eager to move on. No one erected a memorial, or even a plaque. To this day the only 
physical reminders of the explosion are the pot marks on the side of the building that 
have never been repaired. 
Less than two years after the explosion, Buster Keaton fashioned the tragedy into 
a two-reel comedy called Cops. Echoing the journalistic reports and eyewitness accounts, 
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it peppered the action with visual contradictions. As shocking as the idea of a slapstick 
comedy about a tragic disaster might be to our culture’s present sensibilities—as far as I 
know there have been no American-produced comedies about 9/11 or Hurricane 
Katrina—Keaton’s willingness to address tragedy with comedy was par-for-the-course in 
the 1920s.3 The Kid (1921) makes light of an abandoned baby. Steamboat Bill Jr. (1927) 
followed on the heels of the Mississippi Flood of 1927, the most destructive flood in 
American history.4  
What follows offers an explanation for why these three things—tragicomic takes 
on current events, an interest in contradictory eyewitness reports, and a cavalier 
willingness to forget the past—went together in the visual representation of disastrous 
events. In this chapter I suggest that slapstick comedy marked new habits of seeing that 
valued the immediate over the historical past. Such a reevaluation came about because 
the predictive power of history gave way to the predictive power of present 
circumstances.5 The speed and complexity of modernity necessitated such an innovation. 
Yet, at these early stages, the predictive power of the immediate past often tripped over 
itself, falling prey to amusing and tragic failures.6  
Visual culture became a means for differentiating, defining and learning to live 
with the unpredictable. The film scholar Siegfried Kracauer would later look back and 
describe this new accidental quality of everyday life as related to the “unstaged, 
fortuitous, endless and indeterminate” qualities in the period’s motion pictures. These 
qualities created “inherent affinities” between movies and the “world as it surrounds us 
here and now.”7 Although these affinities toppled the dominance of measurement and 
calculation, they did not replace them. Kracauer stressed the “fortuitous” and the 
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“indeterminate” because they had newly emerged alongside measurement and 
calculation. The things people sought to know and the new accuracy they often required 
demanded all sorts of combinations of these epistemological strategies. Filmmakers and 
artists responded to this intertwining of newer approaches to chance with older, 
deterministic techniques by taking a well-known and highly legible form—lines of 
motion—and remaking it. They energized, broke, reconnected, bent, and reordered the 
form. This experimentation opened up visual culture to a rich panoply of patterns, 
directions and rhythms made by lines of motion and to a wide variety of combinations of 
deterministic and intuitive ways of knowing. The effect was to render a very clear and 
deterministic form into something more mixed and responsive. The increased ambiguity 
fit well within a time when previously deterministic things became more haphazard, 
while other seemingly random events became more predictable. Lines of motion could 
visually represent the pull and the push of this change. 
The art historian Michael Baxandall, thinking about the relation between thought, 
experience, and visual forms, once asked if one can “move from a vague sense of affinity 
to something critically useful and historically sustainable.”8 This chapter will offer three 
attempts to move from the inherent affinities between chance and motion pictures toward 
something more precise and concrete. 
The first uses a close look at a filmmaking technique called editing on motion to 
connect the interest in contradictory eyewitness reports with the privileging of the 
immediate past over the historical past. To do this, one first needs to recognize that the 
language of prediction differentiates around this time. “Contingent” takes on slightly 
different meanings than “accidental.” Starting around the turn-of-the-century, terms like 
	 95	
“contingency fund,” “contingency fee” and “contingency table” came into existence. The 
contingent could now refer to a conditional event that one could prepare for—and one 
could charge for that preparation—while the accidental described the more frenzied 
anticipation of events that are on the cusp of occurring. This is not to say that the words 
were or are no longer used interchangeable to mean “accidental”,9 just that in certain 
applications they began to differ, and I will be using them in that more precise way. One 
prepares for the accidental differently than one prepares for the contingent. The 
distinction lies in the scale of time available for preparation and the direction one looks, 
to the immediate past or to imagined futures.10 One plans for contingencies months, even 
years, in advance by modeling potential futures and constructing the plans and 
infrastructure those models recommend. Accidental events can be modeled, but within a 
much, much smaller time window. Instead of testing one’s preparedness, they often draw 
upon one’s more basic physiological abilities and instincts, like reaction time, 
inventiveness, and intuitive appetite for risk—all of which require information about the 
immediate past in order to be successful.  
On top of the valuing of the immediate past, the accidental requires highly 
accurate information about that past. It aspires to a new level of detail and accuracy, one 
that puts pressure on visual perception and elevated the interest in the limits of 
perception. Visual illusions and other types of sorting through of contradictory 
perceptions help engaged and establish those limits. Editing on motion was one such 
visual contradiction, revealing how the visual system privileges the continuity of motion 
and directionality, even while registering the discontinuous aspects of edits. Audiences’ 
primary concerns shifted subtly from being “Am I being fooled?”, a dominant late-19th-
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century approach to perception, to include “What did I just see?” The shifting habits of 
seeing, especially the rising value of the immediate past, created more space for thinking 
about how vision works. Motion picture editing filled this space, as did other inter-related 
developments, like the rise of Gestalt psychology. I will discuss how these different ways 
of engaging perception help describe a cognitive style.  
The second offering of a precise and accurate take on these inherent affinities 
argues for the seemingly contradictory idea of a non-medium specific modernist form. 
Medium specificity has been an important part of how scholars understand modernism. 
There were artists, however, who had little interest in rooting modernism in media. In 
explicitly opposing medium-specificity, these artists found common cause with 
filmmakers who, because they did not want to be artists, never clamored for the alleged 
medium specificity of movies.11 While, on one hand, histories of modernism present form 
as bounded by material and stress Clement Greenberg’s 1940 essay “Toward a New 
Laocoön,” a different construction of modernism flows in the opposite direction. For 
instance, the artist Paul Klee pointed out that the 1920s was no longer the time of 
Lessing’s Laocoön, which divided the strengths of different mediums so sharply.12 
Paintings, drawings, sculpture, and motion pictures could all move. In opposition to 
Lessing (and to Greenberg’s emphasis on flatness and surface sixteen years later) 
painting was, according to Klee, temporal. Klee explored this temporality with lines of 
motion and the tragicomic, forms that he shared with averred non-artists such as Keaton 
and Lloyd. Without denying the ideological rise of medium-specificity, lines of motion 
blossomed into a non-medium specific form that marked the broader shifting relations 
between order and disorder. 
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The claim for a non-medium specific modernist form matters for three interrelated 
reasons. If there is such thing as a cognitive style within mass culture, it must operate 
over and across the boundaries of so-called high, middle, and low; across high art and 
mass culture; across media. It must be a cultural phenomenon and not merely a cinematic 
one.13 This chapter seeks to persuade the reader that such a “larger-than-cinema” cultural 
phenomenon existed. Second, if there is such a thing as cognitive style within a visual 
culture that includes mass culture, there must also be a way of critically discussing form 
that escapes from the strictures of formal, Greenbergian modernism.14 Cognitive style 
must be something that exists within culture-at-large and not merely within the material 
domain of painting or sculpture and their critical languages. Yet, it must also be 
recognizable; it must be a shared style or form—one that ultimately springs from and 
points to culturally shared habits of seeing. This chapter argues that the lines a viewer’s 
eyes make tracing the motions of Buster Keaton and others across the screen and across 
edits are formally similar to the way that Klee and others traced and wanted others to 
trace the lines that ran through their paintings and sketches. Such a formal connection 
across media extends the critical usefulness of the term “modernism”, especially Miriam 
Hansen’s notion of vernacular modernism. It offers a vernacular modernism that is built 
up directly from cultural habits through to the objects themselves and not only indirectly 
from their shared economic environment. Building upon the first two points, a non-
medium specific modernist form proposes a historically concrete, if necessarily 
incomplete, understanding of what modernism was to the people who experienced it in 
the 1910s and 1920s. It takes modernism out of the realm of the general and theoretical 
and allows us to see these paintings and movies with some of the inherent perceptual 
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habits that people brought to them at the time. That is to say, it allows us to say 
something formally and historically specific about some of what audiences saw in 
modernism and how they related some of what they saw to the world around them.  
Finally, if you take the above as givens—the accidental and the contingent are 
diverging, the immediate past is privileged, and that this shows up in a non-medium 
specific style that reflects the lived realities of the 1910s and 1920s—then these forces 
must be doing some work other than shaping habits of seeing that in turn shape the 
production of images. There must be an in-the-moment usefulness to noticing these 
changes and incorporating them formally into a painting or a motion picture. The last 
section of this chapter argues that such an incorporation tended toward the tragicomic 
because it was also an accounting of the changes the new understanding of chance was 
bringing about. That is to stay, slapstick filmmaking functioned, at times, as a counter-
modeling practice, telling vignettes and stories about the failures of statistical models and 
the imbalances of power. At the narrative level, this meant stories about failures to 
predict the weather, for example, in College (1927), Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928), and Three 
Ages (1923) (2.1 – 2.2), or the stock market, in The Saphead (1920) and Seven Chances. 
At the level of the sequence, this meant creating sequences with contradictory visual 
inputs and chaotically overwhelming or unexpected outcomes, like The Bellboy example 
from the previous chapter. The exploration of “laws of chance” and their limits resisted 
the hubris of overly optimistic boosters for science and industry and helped audiences 
and filmmakers adjust to and recognize the shared reality of a new world and its 
unexpected new certainties, surprising accidents, and carefully planned contingencies. 
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The last chapter ended with a dramatic example of how prevalent accidents were in the 
1910s and 1920s. This chapter began with one, a parachute disaster and an explosion on 
Wall Street, respectively. More mundane examples exist. Such everyday examples 
broaden our understanding of how much cultural momentum had to be overcome to get 
people to prioritize a statistical approach to chance over longer established tendencies to 
trust historical patterns. Such an example could also help make the stakes and urgency for 
people at the time clear. 
In 1924, the Southern Railroad System placed an ad in national and southern 
newspapers asking drivers to stop at railroad grade crossing. The illustrated ad depicts a 
fast-moving train trailing smoke while passing in front of automobiles leaning ever so 
slightly and impatiently toward the crossing (fig. 2.3). The images and the seven 
paragraphs of text attempt to change the habits of drivers. After going to great effort (for 
an ad) to detail the expense, time, and effort that goes into replacing grade crossings, the 
ad states that “[i]t is necessary, therefore, for the automobile driver to stop in order to 
avoid risk.”15  
As strange as it might seem to most American drivers today, drivers in the 1910s 
and 1920s did not regularly stop at railroad grade crossings. There usually were not even 
signs marking the crossings. The habit of drivers was to stop when they saw a train, 
rather than when they saw a crossing. Too often drivers did not see approaching trains or 
correctly anticipate the speed of an oncoming train. People died. Collisions damaged 
property and made train travel unpredictable. In the above quote, one can hear the 
pleading in between the clever raising of the stakes and the carefully balanced language 
of risk. To build the habit of stopping when one comes to a crossing, the Southern also 
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attempted to build the potential for disastrous imagined futures in the minds of its 
readers: “If when approaching and crossing a railroad at grade the traveler will think of 
that crossing as a zone of danger to him, and regard himself and those with him as in 
imminent danger until the crossing is completed, the chances of accidents will be 
automatically reduced to the minimum.”16 Terms like “zones of danger,” avoid[ance of] 
risk,” and “chances of accidents” are pushing the reader to think about their behavior 
statistically and to modulate it accordingly.  
According to the Southern, statistical thinking can augment one’s perceptual 
experience. Although the ad never spells it out, the railway company wants everyone to 
not just stop at grade crossings, but to look both ways for a passing train before 
continuing. Drivers’ judgment of their timing had been thrown off by the speed of the 
cars and trains involved in their decision making. By slowing people down, the Southern 
increased the likelihood that drivers would better calculate when they could beat a 
passing train. The Southern offsets the exponential growth of transportation and its 
crisscrossing roads and railway lines by promoting statistical thinking about risk and 
improving the quality of perceptual information. 
Meanwhile, there is no appeal to history within the ad. Nowhere does the ad 
mention the history of car and train collisions. It does not tally how many people have 
died. Indeed, it is fighting against the personal history of each driver who continues to 
roll through grade crossing because he or she is yet to witness a collision or experience a 
close call. The ad’s focus remains on improving the quality of perceptual information that 
drivers receive about oncoming trains, increasing the time they have to act on that 
information, and advocating for a new conception of risk.  
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As unbelievable as this might be to our current sensibilities, this was fodder for 
tragicomedies. Collisions at grade crossings found their way into numerous slapstick 
comedies, including One Week, Sherlock Jr., and Seven Chances (fig. 2.4 – 2.6). They 
might not have been the same level of story material as the explosion that inspired Cops, 
but they were quality gags, destroying homes or padding out car case sequences.  
Whether a line drawing in the newspaper or a scene in a slapstick comedy, the 
collision or near collision was constructed out of intersecting line of motion. Line 
allowed artists, filmmakers, advertisers and railroad companies to span the ideological 
chasm between intuition and calculation. Towering figures of the 1920s, such as Albert 
Einstein and Henri Bergson, held fast to their “pure” positions for a unified theory or the 
flow of life, respectively. Yet, there is no equation for calculating how to see an 
oncoming train, and no approach to the flow of life that accounts for an imperfect and 
discontinuous human visual system into which trains, at times, seemingly come out of 
nowhere. Instead, practitioners, like the advertising firm that authored the Southern’s ad, 
used words and images to help recalibrate the reader’s balance between determinism and 
indeterminism.  
Because the line was a way of calculating and an intuitive mark, it offered a 
means of thinking through determinism and indeterminism. Sometime this meant 
thinking of one’s situation statistically, other times it meant thinking of a line as 
something that could actively go for a random walk, as Klee wrote on the first page of his 
Pedagogical Sketchbook.17 The innovation of the period lies in the practical mixture of 
the two approaches. 
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A Note on Statistical Thinking 
Above, I discussed “a statistical approach to chance” and “statistical thinking” 
within the context of driving habits. That particular example of “statistical thinking” 
contains some mathematics. For example, the ad claims “In North Carolina, where the 
law now requires such a stop [at grade crossings], the number of road crossing accidents 
on our line has been reduced one-half.” Yet in other ways, the change the Southern 
Railroad is advocating for is less mathematical: a change in the practice and the mindset 
of drivers as they approach grade crossings. I would like to take a moment to offer some 
more background and clarity on how “statistical thinking” might extend beyond the 
quantifiable.  
I have taken the term “statistical thinking” from the historian of science Theodore 
Porter. When he discusses “the rise of statistical thinking” he is referring to the 
exponential growth of statistics as a scientific tool from 1820 to 1900. During this period 
statistics expanded in its application, usefulness, and complexity beyond what almost 
everyone imagined. In his telling, statistical thinking developed mostly as a way of 
thinking with numbers. Equations and great thinkers anchor the story, as do highly 
technical debates about methodology. In the end, eighty years of statistical innovation 
culminates in the loose establishment of a set of statistical calculations that change the 
methods available within the sciences, government, industry, and the humanities.18  
All of this sounds strictly “quantifiable”—a shibboleth in our current era of big 
data—but as Porter’s research shows, within the realm of statistics “the quantifiable” is 
something both more and less than numbers and mathematics. Porter describes statistics 
as a practice that is applied, decentralized (taught in various departments and across 
	 103	
disciplines), inexact, and “imperfect [in its] knowledge of causal structures.”19 Although 
its inexactness and its “imperfect knowledge” have inspired numerous quotes about what 
kind of a lie statistics are, they are something more interesting: they are a practical 
process where the limits of human measurement and prediction come up against the crash 
of reality.  
Statistics has long sought to describe the world in which we live. Initially it 
described vital aspects of the state, its births and deaths or the crops grown in various 
regions. Statistics even takes its name from the study of the state. In the 19th-century 
statistics became more interested in explaining dynamic shifts in the make-up of states. 
Bureaucrats introduced the term “statistical law” around 1830. This modern form of 
statistics sought to predict changes over time by modeling certain relationships within the 
state, and eventually within science. For example, by assuming (generally in an 
evidentiary or an a priori way) how people act, how plants grow, and how the forces 
encircling them act. Statistics became a practice that used measurements of the 
immediate past to predict potential futures. These representations, these statistical 
models, aspire to a certain level of accuracy. 
As paradoxical as “non-mathematical statistical modeling” appears to be, 
measuring and calculating are, among other things, biological realities.20 Vision science, 
for example, currently thinks about vision as a non-mathematical statistical modeling of 
the world. The field often employs the analogy of an organic computer. Humans measure 
the distance to a chair before sitting down or to a step before climbing up. It is a 
subjective measurement, in that it is a measurement made by one’s visual and motor 
system and is not an objectively standardized measure like a ruler, but it is a 
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measurement nonetheless.21 If, for example, one’s perceptual system improperly 
measured the distance to the ground while one was walking, one might trip. Such a fall 
would happen because the world modeled in that person’s head differed from the world 
as it surrounds us here and now. Our walking subject did not notice, perhaps, that a tree 
root jutted out into the path. That modeling and its failure, even when non-numeric, are 
part of statistical thinking.22 
Aspects of visual culture, such as the works of Keaton or Klee, walked hand-in-
hand with statistical thinking at this moment because they too modeled the accidental and 
the tragicomic. They identified places and moments of failure. Their detailed descriptions 
and reenactments of collisions and falls, for example, represent chance and chaos’s hold 
on modern, everyday existence. Statistical thinking offered a methodology for 
heuristically and imperfectly understanding the potential for collisions and falls, the 
possible damages and benefits of these accidents and, yet, at the same time underscore 
how unavoidable such failures are.  
The visual forms that are the objects of the rest of this chapter—the in-camera 
edits in the early cinema of Georges Méliès, the different experiments with continuity and 
discontinuity in the films of Buster Keaton, Paul Klee’s writing and drawings, and a 
closer look at Keaton’s engagement with indeterminate current events in Cops—are also 
applied, decentralized, inexact and “imperfect [in their] knowledge of causal structures.” 
They think statistically, which is to say, given all their shortcomings, they analyze how 
humans move and see, and often move and see mistakenly, and they speculate on how 
these mistakes lead to accidents.23 Indeed, slapstick often represents the limits of human 
knowledge as hearty collisions with the ground or a wall. Keaton calculates before he 
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jumps off a sandy mountain, even if the figuring only takes a split second. Klee often 
articulates his approach to art in the language of calculation, from his 1928 essay “Exact 
Experiments in the Realm of Art” to phrases like “a priori formulas for men, beasts, 
plants, stones, and the elements, and for all the whirling forces.”24 These calculations 
may not be strictly numeric, but they belong to the rise of statistical thinking. Perhaps 
most importantly, they lead to visual forms that experiment with lines of motion in an 
effort to create affinities between their work and their and their audiences’ experiences of 
the world.  
Like the development of statistics, the visual forms studied in this chapter are both 
symptoms and agents of change. If neither statistics nor visual forms were first-order 
agents spurring historical change throughout modernity, then what was? That is the 
$64,000 question, and one that this dissertation will largely bracket. The bracketing helps 
clarify what kind of Marxist argument this dissertation puts forward: a historical one. It 
focuses on what motion pictures can tell us about the everyday experience of audiences in 
the 1910s and 1920s, and through that, uncover means of daily resistance and survival. 
The scholarship on the history of statistics as well as the scholarship on the emergence of 
mass culture have gestured toward the changing structure of the human population—
especially its overwhelming increase in size and complexity—as the ultimate driver of 
these cultural changes. Statistical tools and visual representations of chance and motion 
have responded to the increased complexity of a larger, more mobile, more culturally 
interconnected human population.25 As second order agents, statistics and visual forms 
can help people adapt and adjust to the new realities of life or, in many cases, 
misunderstand or temporarily escape from them. Both are often at their most helpfully 
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adaptive (practically-speaking) when offering predictions that incorporate means for 
negotiating the system’s and their own inexactness and imperfect knowledge of causal 
structures. The examples in this chapter fall into that category.  
 
The Early History of Matches on Motion  
Fast-paced, frequent edits on motion were not new in the late 1910s and 1920s. 
As André Gaudreault has argued, in-camera editing techniques sprang up organically 
among camera operators and even predated the invention of cinema. The continuity of 
early cinema, often prescribed by production companies like the Lumiere Brothers, was 
largely, but never wholly, continuous.26 The films of Georges Méliès make this perhaps 
most evident. Le Déshabillage impossible, a film from 1900, directed by Méliès, contains 
an edit every six seconds, which is roughly equivalent to the average length of a shot in 
the chase sequence to Seven Chances (1924).27 Le Déshabillage’s place between the 
comedy and the early magic film genre helps contextualize the historical trajectory of 
quick, disorienting edits. Le Déshabillage, and the similarly fast-paced Le Réveil d’un 
monsieur pressé (1900), are trick films featuring men trying to dress or undress. These 
quick edits found humor, instead of eros, in the magical appearance and disappearance of 
clothes.28 Playful deceptions and trickery in magic films meant they often walked the line 
between genres, carving out a place for humor in magic films and a place for visual 
trickery and illusion in comedy.29 
Early fast-paced edits are also complicated edits on motion. In Le Réveil, the 
man’s clothes keep disappearing. His trousers become a vest, and so on, until he gives up 
in frustration and goes back to bed. In Le Déshabillage a similar gag works to opposite 
	 107	
effect: the protagonist takes off one piece of clothing only for another to magically appear 
on his body. Cursed to always be dressed, he can never get ready for bed. Because the 
men are struggling mightily with their clothing, every edit is a match on their frenetic 
motion and not merely substitution splices.30 To “match on motion” means that the editor 
matched the place within the frame where the motion occurred in the previous shot with 
the place where the motion occurs in the present shot. By maintaining an audience’s 
focus on the motion, filmmakers could (and can) piece together different shots in a 
sequence more fluidly. In the case of Le Déshabillage, where there were no lines of 
motion, the challenge of establishing continuity rested firmly on the actor’s shoulders. 
The actor, Georges Méliès himself in both short films, executes a careful stationary 
motion, the motion of a man balancing on one leg while stepping into a pair of trousers or 
frantically ripping off his jacket. In order to facilitate the transition between two shots, 
Méliès changed his costume and then assumed nearly the same position he had been in 
before. But this position was always a position in motion. If the previous shot had ended 
with him going through the motions of taking off his jacket, the next shot would begin 
with those same motions (fig. 2.7 – 2.10). Unlike other Méliès films where objects 
magically appear through substitution splices, there is no moment of stillness in 
anticipation nor a puff of smoke that signals the sudden existence of a new object. In 
these hectic comedies, Méliès the actor moves continuously, if largely in place, and 
Méliès the editor matches on those motions. The blur of continuous motion, the 
unchanging backdrop, and the distraction of a new piece of clothing smoothed out the 
transition and gives pride of place to his perpetual dressing or undressing.  
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Although Méliès edits on motion, his standard construction of these matches fits 
into his self-presentation as a transitional figure between 19th- and 20th-century visual 
culture. Edits like these mark a transition from a 19th-century visual culture of humbug 
and playful deception to an early 20th-century appreciation for what illusions reveal about 
the visual system. In Méliès’s films the matches on motion are partially hidden. Unlike 
later matches on motion, the background, the actor, and the camera position do not 
change. Considering the scholarship on early cinema spectatorship, such as Tom 
Gunning’s work on how surprised early audiences might have been by motion, one would 
be hard-pressed to say that viewers watched these short films unaware of the edits.31 
Méliès hid his edits well, but never completely. Seeing both the break and the continuity 
was becoming part of the viewing pleasure.  
Early 20th-century matches on motion gradually began to privilege the perceptual 
experience over the potential for deception. This small but significant change was built 
on previous decades’ interest in uncovering and exposing the techniques of spiritualists, 
advertisers and showman. The thorough study of the techniques of visual deception had 
blazed a trail for the perceptual experience itself.  
The distinction between a match on motion that highlights the perceptual 
experience and one that privileges deception hinges on whether an illusion is a problem 
to be solved or an illustration of the limits of the human visual system. The humbugs of 
P.T. Barnum and others required skepticism and active investigation, what art historian 
Michael Leja called “looking askance.”32 By the 20th-century the visual experiences of 
illusion and deception in trick films, for example, were much more fleeting and 
introspective. Sometimes audiences witnessed numerous visual tricks, one following 
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rapidly after another. Their speed left little time for each trick to be investigated, the way 
a visitor might study an object in Barnum’s museum. Instead, these visual tricks were 
embodied experiences, playing on perceptual realities. They did not demand careful 
inspection. The kind of visual curiosity they inspired was an internal one about the 
workings of the human visual system, rather than a curiosity about the authenticity of an 
alleged wonder of the world. So, although the deceptions in trick films no longer 
represented what the historian Neil Harris called the 19th-century world’s fascination with 
“problem-solving”—there was not a problem to be solved in the traditional sense—the 
early 20th-century version still contained what Harris called “delight in learning.”33 
Audiences and filmmakers delighted in learning the limits of their perception and 
learning how to hold contradictory visual inputs in their minds, for instance, weighing the 
satisfying continuity of motion against other visual evidence of discontinuity. 
A similar cultural shift was occurring in vision science. This switch occurred not 
because the experiments changed, but because the cultural landscape had shifted. The 
neuroscientist David Eagleman put it this way: 
 
In the past, illusions were sometimes considered to be inappropriate objects of study. The 
nineteenth-century psychologist Oswald Kulpe expressed the intellectual climate of the 
era when he wrote that perceptual illusions are “subjective perversions of the contents of 
objective perception”. This is why [Sigmund] Exner’s experiments on apparent motion in 
1875 did not receive a great deal of attention, until Max Wertheimer, defining the Gestalt 
movement almost 40 years later, re-examined apparent motion in a climate where the 
study of illusions had changed.34  
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The taming of chance helped create space for ambiguities in entertainment and science.  
In Sherlock Jr. Buster Keaton juxtaposes an older deception, rooted in 19th-
century theater, with a more recent cinematic illusion. The comparison brings the shift in 
the primary appeal of deception into relief. Stage design creates the first gag (fig. 2.11). 
The view into the room appears to contain a mirror in the left third of the frame. There is 
a high beveled baseboard, seemingly ruling out a threshold into another room. In the 
alleged mirror it appears as if we can see the reflection of the furniture on the right: a 
chair, lights, curtains and wood paneling. Keaton stands in front of the space as if it were 
a mirror, preening, adjusting his gloves. Then he walks through what one thought was a 
mirror and into an adjacent room. In revealing this deception, Keaton provides an 
opportunity to reinterpret what one saw. The visual cues suggested a mirror, but there 
was another less likely possibility: an adjacent room.35  
In that second room, Keaton opens a safe whose door is roughly the height of a 
human. Through the door, one sees the bustle of a city street (fig. 2.12). A car and a 
streetcar pass by. Unlike the faux-mirror, there is not a second, less likely alternative. 
There cannot be a bustling city street on the other side of this safe door. The oblique line 
the traffic takes would run right into the side of the room. Yet, Keaton walks through the 
threshold of the safe into the busy street. He strolls continuously from one space into the 
other, his gait unbroken. If there is an edit here, it is well hidden, even today. The local 
motion of his body shows him convincingly crossing from the room into the street.  
The threshold of the safe offers zero possible interpretations that fit all the visual 
cues. Instead, the filmmakers present their audiences with conflicting visual inputs. On 
one hand, a safe whose door opens onto a busy street cannot exist. On the other, Keaton 
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walks seamlessly from one space to the other. Vision scientists today might describe this 
as “low-level” local motion processing parts of the brain coming into conflict with 
“higher-level” processes that rule out the possible existence of this space. The joy of this 
deception lies not in teaching audiences to be careful about the judgments they reach, but 
in placing the visual system in tension with itself, heightening one’s awareness of how 
one sees. It also confronts the terminology of vision science today, privileging the 
“lower-level” and the “primitive” in unapologetic ways. I will expand on this 
investigation into how one sees more below. For now, I want to stress that by creating a 
scene with conflicting, unresolvable visual inputs, slapstick comedy draws the audience’s 
attention to the rules governing their perceptual experiences and the ability of that system 
to allow continuity and discontinuity to co-exist. 
For slapstick comedy the move toward illusion as an experiment with the limits of 
human vision meant that the frequent and complex edits foregrounded, instead of hid, the 
filmmaking process. The transition that began with Méliès’s use of matches on motion 
expanded to include cuts between multiple camera angles, between changes in scale, 
between different backgrounds and even between different objects and people in motion. 
For instance, in the chase sequence in Seven Chances the film cuts from a long shot of 
Buster Keaton swimming ahead of a half-dozen prospective brides to a closer long shot 
of only Keaton, who continues to swim frantically. The image of Keaton increases in 
relative size. Edits like this have the potential to jar viewers as much as the sudden 
appearance of clothes or a busy street. Swimming bodies rarely increase in size in the 
blink of an eye. Keaton and his film editor paired this shift in scale with a match on 
motion. The placement within the frame of Keaton’s frenetically moving hands, 
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particularly the splashing he is making when his hands hit the water in front on him, does 
not change across the edit. (fig. 2.13 and 2.14.) The precision of the match on motion 
tempers the cut’s potential to disrupt continuity. One’s eyes are drawn to the splashing, 
and although one notices the cut and the increase in relative size, the match on motion 
creates a transition through the discontinuity. The match had become something slightly 
more abstract than it was in Méliès’s time. The veneer of deception that Méliès still 
worked with has disappeared completely. The more prominent match on motion had 
become a match on motion as a perceptual and cinematic experience. The unmasked 
piecing together of lines of motion across changes in scale, camera angle, objects, and 
backgrounds drew attention to editing and its effectiveness. The focus on editing brought 
new value to the dynamic interaction between continuity and discontinuity.36   
 That value comes to the forefront when one compares the content of the Méliès 
films with Keaton’s. In Le Déshabillage, the match on motion was the source of the 
chaos. The sudden, irrational appearance of a new item of clothing drove the tired man 
crazy. In Seven Chances, the match on motion provides the continuity. Keaton’s editing 
gives some semblance of order to a series of shots that change in size, angle, and 
location. In the twenty odd intervening years, motion went from creating chaos to 
partially taming it. In other words, motion now made chance visually legible.  
 
Cutting Together Lines of Motion 
These examples illustrate one of the paradoxical things matches on motion did in 
the 1910s and 1920s. By adding directionality to matches, filmmakers connected and 
disconnected the paths traced by moving bodies and objects across the screen. The edit 
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on Keaton’s splashing hands in Seven Chances is part of a series of cuts that begins with 
an establishing shot of a pond (fig. 2.15). At the bottom left corner of the frame there is a 
little jut of land, and on that bit of ground lazes a rowboat. Keaton enters the frame at a 
brisk run from the left, as he has steadily done throughout the chase sequence. This habit 
has created the expectation, through a visually repeating pattern, that he will enter an 
establishing shot from the left. He launches the rowboat, confident that he will now 
escape the pack of brides. His position within the frame, slowly drifting on his rowboat 
toward the right edge, justifies this confidence. Then a few quality swimmers arrive on 
the scene. They dive into the pond to reel Keaton in, and Keaton begins to paddle 
frantically. The sequences cuts, via a rough match on motion, to a slightly closer shot of 
Keaton paddling. Suddenly he is no longer so close to the right edge of the frame. He 
dives in. The film cuts again to a slightly closer shot of Keaton swimming, the rowboat 
no longer in the shot. That transition, from Keaton swimming away from the rowboat to a 
closer shot of Keaton swimming, is the edit described above. In this third shot, the 
camera tracks Keaton as he swims, keeping him in the middle third of the frame. The 
right edge of the frame, with its potential for escape, has sidled away. The chase is back 
on. Although the matches on motion bridge the edits, the edits still effectively jar the 
viewer, punctuating the shift from seeming rowboat get-away to urgent chase. Keaton 
used a left-to-right directional pattern, the ability of motion to concentrate attention, and 
increases in relative size across a series of shots to renew the desperation of the chase.  
Although matches on motion have a long history, they were not generally used in 
early chase sequences, where the play with lines of motion was kept to a minimum. 
Chase sequences from the first decade of cinema look like they are of locations that 
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might actually be contiguous. The wooden fence in How a French Nobleman might be 
just a few yards away from the dense underbrush of the forest (fig. 2.16 and 2.17). It is 
possible that this was the case simply because these films were shot in just a day or two 
and in one general location. They may very well have been shot in sequence. Because 
they seem roughly contiguous and have long shot lengths with a good deal of time 
passing between the first person to exit the frame and the last, it appears plausible that the 
distance run could have been covered in the time allowed. In other words, the times and 
spaces in the dozen or so shots that make up each of these early chase films connect one 
to the other. This is a clear instance where, as film scholar Malcom Turvey has claimed 
about film from the 1900s up through the 1930s, “shots in films are typically connected 
by time and space.”37  
By the 1910s and 1920s, not only were movies disconnected “by time and space” 
at the micro-level, which paradoxically allowed them to also be connected by edits on 
motion and other techniques, but they were also disconnected at the macro-level. 
Comedians built their chase sequences out of an order of magnitude more shots from a 
startling variety of locations. In the chase sequence in Seven Chances, a remake in certain 
senses of How a French Nobleman…, Keaton and the mob of jilted brides run over a 
football field, through an iron works, over a corn field and the bee hives of a honey farm, 
across a pond and duck hunting ground, and along the ridge of a sandy mountain in less 
than seven minutes. There is no sequence of locations that connects all of those spaces 
and can be crossed on foot that quickly. 
The majority of the edits in this sequence, which is about seven minutes of a 
nearly fourteen-minute chase sequence, either match motion between cuts or feature 
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motion that moves across the screen from left to right. The sequence contains 63 cuts. 
Twenty-two of them are matches on motion. Another twenty-two start as establishing 
shots, shots of a location without any initial motion, that Keaton or the mob of brides 
enter from the left side of the frame and head toward the right. Nine shots contain vertical 
motions, spinning motions, or upside-down POVs, while there are ten roughly static 
shots, six of which feature a jilted bride erratically driving a crane.38 Generally, Keaton 
used the matches on motion to extend the left-to-right sequences, keeping the pressure of 
the chase on by rarely letting his character ever reach the right edge of the frame.39 
Even the passage of time within the movie avoids matching up with the actual 
passing of time in the cinema. The chase sequence takes fourteen minutes to watch, but 
occurs over roughly 45 minutes within the movie’s narrative. Keaton folds this confusion 
about time into the film’s thematic thread, with a sequence where Keaton struggles to 
find the correct time after losing his watch. He mistakes a bottle opener for a pocket 
watch. A woman nearly kicks Keaton in the face when he attempts to read the time from 
her ankle watch. She understandably thinks he was looking up her skirt. Every timepiece 
in the watch repair store reads a different time (fig. 2.18). Even the watch that his friend 
uses to decide whether or not Keaton is too late to be married has stopped. The vagaries 
of regulated time create all sorts of misunderstandings throughout Seven Chances.40  
Yet Keaton balances this disorderly depiction of time and space by playing to the 
human visual system’s capabilities for creating order while also recognizing 
discontinuities and chaos. Even when images are spatially and temporally disconnected 
or dissimilar in size or background, other visual cues, such as motion and the left-to-right 
compositional patterns connect them. The human visual system’s capacity to weigh 
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contradictory inputs creates a rich foundation for spatial and temporal ambiguity in 
slapstick comedy and in film in general.  
 
The Primitive 
Conversations about “the primitive” in the art history of the early 1900s harken 
back to Leo Steinberg and William Rubin’s debate about Pablo Picasso, which in turn 
became the lens for discussions of African art. Conversations about the primitive in 
cinema and media studies suffer from a different stereotyping of the primitive: the 
primitive qualities of the working class. The film critic and poet Vachel Lindsay spoke of 
the reptilian brains of working-class movie-goers in his 1915 book Art of the Moving 
Picture. Both these approaches to the primitive yoke it to an abstract simplicity that 
allows readers to hold “the primitive” at some distance from themselves. This section 
seeks to expose how essential to modern life the so-called primitive continues to be. My 
approach begins not with “primitive” abstractions, but with “the primitive” as the logical 
assumption or physical manifestation of the practical, social fact that creation, whether 
physical or philosophical has to start somewhere. Philosophical reasoning, line drawing, 
and ways of seeing and predicting the near future of the world before one all rely on what 
might be called shared “primitive notions” of how the world works. These notions are in 
no way African or working-class, despite what prior approaches in art history and cinema 
and media studies might suggest. Rather, modernism and modernity are only possible 
because of “primitive notions.” 
Like “chaos,” early 20th-century uses of the word “primitive” straddle the 
distinction between order and disorder. Both words are tied to the idea of a beginning that 
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paradoxically borders on the incomprehensible and organizes itself into a foundation for 
orderly life. The English-speaking world sprinkled “primitive” more liberally throughout 
its speech than “chaos.” Specialized meanings of “primitive” pop up in 19th- and 20th-
centuries in fields as diverse as art history, linguistics, computing, medicine, geology and 
biology. In the fields of logic and psychology, “primitive” took on quintessentially 
opposed yet intertwined meanings. The Oxford English Dictionary lists its thirteenth 
definition of primitive as: “Logic. Of a concept: not defined in terms of any other concept 
within a system; (of a proposition) not based on inference from any other proposition.” 
One builds a logical system upon primitive concepts. The philosophers A.N. Whitehead 
and Bertrand Russell used “primitive” that way in their 1910 book, Principia 
Mathematica, “Following Peano, we shall call the undefined ideas and the 
undemonstrated propositions primitive ideas and primitive propositions respectively.” At 
the same moment in psychology, primitive actions and feelings fell outside the realm of 
reason. The OED goes on to define primitive as: “Psychol. Of behaviour, thought, 
emotion, etc.: apparently originating in unconscious needs or desires, and unaffected by 
objective reasoning.”41 This “primitive” describes an illogical, unreasoned activity or 
emotion that psychologists attempted to explain through careful application of scientific 
thought. The OED’s first example from a 1910 issue of the American Journal of 
Psychology reads: “The following investigation of children's spontaneous constructions 
and primitive activities is made in the hope..that a clearer, saner insight into the child's 
nature and needs may follow.” Primitive could mean the foundation of a logical system, 
and it could mean the raw thoughts, emotions and actions that a logical, scientific systems 
are constructed to explain.42  
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Both these definitions of “primitive” cast the term as swerving away from the 
structured and verging toward the spontaneous. The “primitive” becomes either an 
“undefined” and “undemonstrated” abstraction or something too primordial and 
embodied to be articulated. It is either before or outside of reason. In practice, the 
primitive has often been used in exactly that way, to marginalize certain groups of people 
or behaviors and to categorize them as a foil for civilization. There is, however, also a 
history of the word as it is applied to modernity. Rather than an antonym or a foil for the 
modern, the primitive becomes the very substance of the modern. The primitive may 
seem old, but the human knowledge of its existence is relatively new. The discovery of 
the primitive notions within logic, like the uncovering of primitive pathways for the 
visual processing of motion, is a modern revelation. This version of “primitive” hardly 
defies understanding. Despite the technical definitions above, in practice, it gravitates 
toward neither extreme abstraction nor extreme chaos. Although primitive ideas may be 
“undefined” in strict logical and psychological terms, they still have meaning. Instead of 
deriving their meaning from established concepts or conscious reasoning, they find 
meaning by appealing “to intuition and everyday experience,” to the context of the 
modern world itself.43 The primitive “is already part of the social,” as Henri Lefebvre 
wrote about “the spontaneous.”44 
The idea of the line is an example of the social quality of the primitive. One 
understands the general category “line” through experience and intuition rather than 
through Euclid’s definition of “a breadthless line.” In art history, lines generally exceed 
Euclid’s definition. They have breadth. Whether it is Albrecht Dürer’s draftsmanship or 
Barnett Newman’s tape, lines possess a stubborn thickness. They also can be unreasoned. 
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Paul Klee begins his Pedagogical Sketchbook with this very conception of a line as 
spontaneous: “An active line on a walk, moving freely, without goal. A walk for a walk’s 
sake.”45  
In mathematics, the undefined nature of the line gives the idea of a line a similar 
flexibility. A line means different things within different types of geometry: it is the 
shortest path between points in differential geometry, but a two-dimensional vector space 
in projective geometries. Just as art in the early 20th century witnessed an expansion in 
the uses of line, this period of mathematical history saw an exponential increase in 
investigations into non-Euclidian geometry. There was a general excitement about what a 
physical and a theoretical line could be, but also a fear. As Hannah Arendt wrote in The 
Human Condition regarding the growth of non-Euclidian geometry: “But it will be 
difficult to ward off the suspicion that this mathematically preconceived world may be a 
dream world where every dreamed vision man himself produces has the character of 
reality only as long as the dream lasts.”46 The challenge of connecting the primitive, 
spontaneous line to lived experience was a very real challenge.  
Lines of motion can do the social work of intertwining the physical and the 
theoretical. As chapter one illustrated, line came to represent motion as a meeting place 
between intuition and calculation in a variety of fields, including scientific management, 
medical technology, popular science education, and slapstick comedy.  
When it comes to lines of motion, the human eye traces its interest across a 
painting or follows a moving body across a screen. These perceptual and cognitive 
experiences of lines of motion connect a physical, artistic form to the qualities of human 
vision. This process, like the use of lines of motion as a mathematical tool, is a process of 
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prediction. The human perceptual system predicts where an object will be. Vision 
scientists who study the perception of motion in moving pictures have noticed that 
viewers often unconsciously follow where they think a moving object is after it 
disappears from view, predicting when it will reappear in the frame.47 Doctors often use 
the lines tracing patients’ heartbeats or their EKGs in a similar way, to identify risk 
factors and prepare for an uncertain future.48 People do the same even when not before 
two-dimensional representational objects, often in coordination with the human motor 
system. For example, one’s eyes trace lines of motion that help predict where a ball will 
be so that one can catch it.  
The “calculation” one makes to catch a ball or jump over an object has no 
mathematical formula, at least, to the best of current scientific knowledge. To summarize 
it crudely, perception uses very intuitive calculations based on rigorous objects, while 
mathematics uses very rigorous calculations based on intuitive concepts. In the 1910s and 
1920s, the line bridged these two disparate approaches. Artists and psychologists talked 
about eyes tracing line and paths. Science textbooks, scientific management and 
thermodynamics used lines to predict, calculate and model motion.49 Line’s place of 
privilege as a primitive, spontaneous notion central to modernity allowed it to represent 
both intuition and calculation and, in that roiling unity, the struggle to recalibrate their 
relation to each other. 
Mathematical and intuitive systems can differ radically in their goals: theoretical 
systems often attempt to model the world, while perceptual systems try immediately to 
understand the world as given. Yet, they both prove their worth through prediction. They 
both construct worlds that represent the world, so to speak, and check those constructed 
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worlds against perceptual or scientific measures of the world. Line, especially during this 
period, is a common object shared by abstraction and embodied, intuitive experience. 
Mathematical systems of calculation and the human perceptual and cognitive system both 
regularly use lines of motion to anticipate the future and to check their predictions to their 
experience.50 Yet, they were also, at different moments within this period, failing horribly 
in their ability to predict. From the utopian vision of scientific management to the deaths 
of would-be aviators, there was something comic and tragic about line’s ability to 
represent the menagerie of failed calculations and intuitive leaps. 
 
Paul Klee 
For the artist Paul Klee the dual nature of humanity, its capacity for abstracted 
metaphysical thought and for intuitive, embodied experiences, is “the origin of all human 
tragedy.” The line represents this well because it too runs up against its limits and, yet, is 
capable of moving at random. Klee’s Sketchbook describes “an active line, limited in its 
movement by fixed points.”51 Many, many examples of line’s abundant possibilities and 
harsh limitations abound: medial lines, passive lines, “linear energy (cause), linear impact 
(effect),” lines bounded by gravity, lines showing the heart actively pumping, the 
productive lines of human work,52 and the lines of someone climbing the stairs, of a stone 
falling and a balloon rising (fig. 2.19).53  
The lines traced by slapstick comics embody the same relationship to the freedom 
of random movement and the bracing reality of failure that Klee traces. One would be 
hard pressed to come up with better illustrations of Klee’s exclamation “To be impelled 
toward motion and not to be the motor!” than those offered by Chaplin, Lloyd and 
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Keaton. To connect Klee’s insight about tragedy with slapstick comedy may seem like a 
perversion of Klee’s words, but it is a connection that Klee himself authorized. Klee’s 
notion of a man with a single wing goes back at least to January 1905, where he writes in 
his diary:  
 
“The Hero With the Wing,” a tragicomic hero, perhaps a Don Quixote of ancient times. 
This formula and poetic idea, which murkily made its appearance in November, 1904, 
has now finally been clarified and developed. The man, born with only one wing, in 
contrast with divine creatures, makes incessant efforts to fly. In doing so, he breaks his 
arms and legs, but persists under the banner of his idea. The contrast between his statue-
like, solemn attitude and his already ruined state needed especially to be captured, as an 
emblem of the tragicomic.54 
 
An act where someone fails and falls until he puts himself in a “ruined state” would have 
been called “a rough, knockabout act” in the vaudeville circuit in 1905.55 Although Klee 
would never have seen it, at this same time, Keaton performed with his father in one of 
the finest knockabout acts of the day. During these routines, Buster showed “no sign of 
minding” being thrown into the scenery—the start of Keaton’s stoic mien. Slapstick 
comedians, much like “The Hero With the Wing,” often had a “solemn attitude.” Keaton 
called it a “sober face.”56 In Hollywood promotional material, publicists gave Keaton the 
nickname “The Great Stone Face.” As I discussed in the previous chapter, Keaton’s face 
evoked a certain impersonality, as if he were just a cog in the machine, someone from 
nowhere. Yet, this impersonality laid the foundation for the tragicomic. The critic 
Elizabeth Peltret described it as “the settled look of sadness in Buster’s eyes.” She went 
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on to explain that such solemn sadness was not Keaton’s alone: “[i]t must not be 
supposed that this secret-sorrow expression belongs peculiarly to dramatic actors. 
Actually, it belongs to the comedians.”57 Klee wrote more comic and less sweeping—for 
him!—vignettes in his diary. For example, here is a short paragraph about looking back: 
“O keep the infinite spark from being stifled by the measure of law. Beware! But do not 
quite leave this world behind, either. Imagine you are dead: after many years of exile you 
are permitted to cast a single glance earthward. You see a lamppost and an old dog lifting 
his leg against it. You are so moved that you cannot help sobbing.”58 Keaton and Klee are 
exemplary of the tragicomic. They stood on the shoulders of their respective fields. 
Theirs was a heyday of the tragicomic.  
Klee and Keaton not only shared a theme, but a formal visual expression of the 
tragicomic through line. In section 1.5 (fig. 2.20), entitled “Three Conjugations,” Klee 
outlines three different ways one might fall: “Semantic explanation of the terms active, 
medial, and passive:  
 
active: I fell (the man fells a tree with his axe).  
medial: I fall (the tree falls under the ax stroke of the man). 
passive: I am being felled (the tree lies felled).59  
 
Klee’s organization of falling describes slapstick comedy well and a scene from a Keaton 
film almost verbatim. In the set of shots in Seven Chances that culminates with Keaton 
throwing himself off a sandy mountain, he first jumps off a cliff into the top branches of a 
tree about to be felled by a man with an axe. Hanging on to the tree for dear life, he falls 
with the tree through the medial and passive phases described by Klee (fig. 2.21 – 
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2.23).60 Moments later when he is the one throwing himself from the mountain top, he 
passes through all three phases: actively throwing himself, falling from that throw, and 
being thrown. In this simple action, Keaton presents his body as subject, object, and that 
which is between both. “To be impelled toward motion and not to be the motor!” 
Indeed.61  
 
Cops, Laws of Chance and the 1920 Wall Street Bombing 
As Yuri Tsivian explains in an article entitled, “Charlie Chaplin and His 
Shadows: On Laws of Fortuity in Art,” the 1920s was a time when artists talked about 
laws of chance. It was not just statisticians, scientific managers, and physicists. The 
Russian literary theorist Viktor Shklovsky declared in 1926, “We theorists need to know 
laws of fortuity in art.” Tsivian claims that for Shklovsky the simplest example of a law 
of fortuity in art was rhyme: “It is entirely by chance that in a language like Russian the 
plural for frost, morozy, rhymes with roses; yet poetry treats such fortuities as law.”62 
Although slapstick filmmakers shared Shklovsky’s fascination with laws of chance, they 
did not rely on the vagaries of language to create their patterns. If rhyme is compelling 
because it is arbitrary, then visual patterns work in the opposite direction. The arbitrary 
quality does not come from their construction, which is highly choreographed, but from 
their startling reversals.  
 With Cops, Keaton created a visual pattern where he enters and exits the frame 
from the center. This pattern occurs throughout the whole film. During the climatic chase, 
it is the most concentrated. In the six-minute sequence, Keaton enters and exits the frame 
directly from the center of the image eight times. He emerges from behind an umbrella, 
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from inside a trashcan, from a doorway, and from a trunk, among others (fig. 2.24 – 
2.26). During each of these exits and entrances, cops converge. Keaton has nowhere to 
go. Then, unable to find him, the cops disperse, and Keaton escapes to the next frame. 
The conceit of the chase draws on the idea that there is a citywide manhunt for the 
perpetrator of an explosion. The diegetic explosion references an explosion in New York 
City from roughly two years earlier, the one on September 16, 1920, outside of 23 Wall 
Street, the headquarters of J.P. Morgan & Co., that began this chapter. Thirty-eight died 
and hundreds sustained serious injuries. Unlike the anarchist bombings in 1919, no group 
claimed responsibility. Police investigations eventually determined that the explosion 
originated from a horse-drawn carriage. 
Keaton and his fellow filmmakers changed the location of the explosion to a 
police parade, but they kept the other key markers: a horse-and-wagon and an explosion. 
After the actual explosion on Wall Street, there were newspaper reports of a man on the 
roof. The New York Times wrote “…and we learned from this worker that he saw a 
stranger on top of this roof immediately preceding the explosion,” said Mr. Talley [one of 
the investigators]. “The workman told us he had intercepted the stranger, who had no 
business to be on the scaffold, and had asked him why he was there. He said the man 
replied: ‘I am looking for my horse.’”63 Perhaps, it is a coincidence, but the filmmakers 
included in Cops a man on the roof dressed much like a stereotypical Italian anarchist—
short, unshaven with a small moustache, and olive-skinned (fig. 2.27). Indeed, he 
crucially helped them find a way to represent the continued confusion over whether the 
death and destruction was an accident or an act of anarchist attendat.   
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In Cops, the man on the roof throws a bomb down to the street. It lands next to 
Keaton, who is driving a horse-and-wagon. Keaton, not realizing it is a bomb, uses it to 
light his cigarette and then absentmindedly tosses it into the police parade, dazing dozens 
of police and ruining their uniforms. The fictional bombing becomes both an accident and 
an act of anarchist violence. The movie exposes the abuses of the police—who wrongly 
pursue Keaton and, the movie implies, beat him to death—and the dangers of the radical 
left.  
This ambiguous representation of the event as both an accident and an act of 
anarchist violence extends to the level of visual cues. This pattern of hiding in the center 
of the image at times does not agree with Keaton’s motion in the prior shot. In the 
sequence where he emerges from the street-cleaner’s trashcan, the previous shots make it 
clear that he ran out of the frame to the left. The visual pattern overrides the immediate 
visual logic of the previous shot. Keaton often plays with privileging the pattern over the 
visual logic and the understanding of three-dimensional space created through editing. 
For instance, Seven Chances contains a similar moment.64 Keaton’s use of the visual 
pattern within the context of Cops hints at the power of the system—both the visual 
system and the capitalist system that was 1920s America—to see what it wishes. Said 
another way, Keaton’s Cops tells a story about the nature of being one of the weak, about 
the impossibility of escape, and what the chase means when one is always a suspect and 
perpetually surrounded.  
As the historian Beverly Gage notes, by the time Keaton made Cops, the local and 
federal investigation of the Wall Street bombing had gone through countless suspects and 
had many times devolved into a laughingstock. Ambiguity had clouded the investigation 
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from the beginning. Contradictions littered the eyewitness accounts of the bombing. 
Much more than that, a series of investigators steered the investigation toward the arrest 
of anarchists, only to see those arrests backfire. Investigators created narratives that cared 
little for ambiguity and concrete detail, and they continued to be hoisted on their own 
petards.65  
The search for a unifying theory of the bombing initially highlighted its own 
impossibility. The Shanghai Gazette ran this headline: “Wall Street Explosion – 
Confusing Theories in Circulation.”66 The Gazette was spot on. In an article entitled 
“Great Blast No Accident, Says Tally – Assistant District Attorney Says Evidence is 
Against that Theory,” the reader discovers that Tally’s evidence boils down to the time 
that the bomb went off, one minute after noon.67 The Chicago Tribune ran a story 
summing up the efforts of William J. Flynn, director of the Bureau of Investigation, to 
solve the crime. He alleged “the bomb emanated from anarchist sources…. His operatives 
are now proceeding on these theories, which are borne out by circumstantial evidence.” 
That evidence centered on common misspelling on two different flyers and the fact that 
“the Wall Street explosion occurred on the third Thursday of September 1920. The 
Chicago Post Office bombing occurred on the third Thursday of September two years 
before, in 1918.” Flynn called this coincidence “the exact anniversary,” even if the dates 
were different.68 As Gage detailed research reveals, Flynn also tried to use the case to 
tarnish Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, the two Italian anarchist who had been 
arrested for a murder in Massachusetts in 1920. The press uncovered Flynn’s 
machinations, and he was embarrassed. Another investigator was put on the case, a 
former Secret Service agent named William J. Burns, but as Gage reports,  
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Instead of transcending the investigation’s longtime curse, he had emerged as just another 
Flynn, the butt of jokes and gleeful jabs. “Radicals, ultra-radicals, Socialists, labor unions 
officials, the intelligentsia of Second avenue, Wall Street clerks, butchers, bakers and 
candlestick makers, City Hall, and even the police department were having a good laugh 
over the Warsaw reports [an attempt by Burns to tie the bombing to the Third 
International],” the Call jeered, without much exaggeration.69  
 
By 1922, the year that Keaton made and released Cops, no narrative existed for the Wall 
Street bombing. Like in Sherlock Jr., which Keaton made a few years later, there was no 
mystery to actually solve. The only story to tell was of “deportations delirium,” a phrase 
that John Dos Passos would coin in 1927, looking back on the bombing and other events 
of the early 1920s.70  
For Keaton, however, a “deportations delirium” is a narrative. The very ambiguity 
that leads to false arrests, damaged careers, and deaths creates the cycle of violence that 
Keaton’s emerging narrative structure was built to handle. Visual habits, patterns of 
motion, and conflicting visual cues accurately represented both the deadly chaos of the 
Wall Street bombing and the dreadful and predictable response of state violence.  
Keaton hardly plays the only victim in Cops. As he would do with added 
complexity in The General (see chapter four), Keaton ends the movie in a cop’s uniform 
and structures the story to humanize at least one of the cops. One of the policemen, 
introduced at first, not as a cop, but as a husband and a father, mistakenly thinks that 
Keaton is the mover he has hired. Several minutes further into the film, he realizes that 
the explosion destroyed all of his family’s worldly possessions. Cops contains real 
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sympathy for the policemen, recognizing that they are caught up in the system’s cycles of 
violence.  
During the chase, Keaton runs up a ladder to avoid some policemen. The ladder 
had been leaning against a fence. When Keaton reaches a high enough rung on the ladder, 
it tips over the fence. He deftly keeps his footing, only to discover another set of cops 
closing in on him from the other side. He tips the ladder away from them. Now stuck in 
the middle of the frame, he sits on the ladder, patiently waiting, while the two groups of 
cops unknowingly fight with each other to pull the ladder down (fig. 2.28). In keeping 
with the visual pattern: he is centered. And he cannot escape, at least, it seems that way. 
In addition to fitting into the basic pattern, this gag also illustrates how the working class, 
carry out cycles of violence upon themselves. Whether it is strikers and scabs, anarchists 
and the working-class people so often killed by their bombs, Pinkerton strike-breakers 
and the strikers they fought, or cops and the falsely accused, these cycles of violence 
destroyed the working class. The failed Boston Police Strike of 1919 made it much easier 
for a depiction three years later of policemen to represent the full cycle of capitalist 
violence. The strike had been of such national importance, that it catapulted Calvin 
Coolidge to the vice presidency. He had been applauded in the press for firing all the 
striking policemen and replacing them with WWI veterans. Little nods to the police strike 
find their way into Cops, including the final sequence where hundreds of cops stream into 
the local precinct station. One of the Boston police’s top complaints was overcrowded 
precinct stations.71 In Cops, Keaton choreographed multiple gags where policemen knock 
each other over the head (fig. 2.29), in addition to them blindly pulling against each other 
while Keaton rests astride the ladder. The mayor yells at the police chief, “Get some cops 
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to protect our policemen.” The gag could be an oblique reference to the strike. It also 
adds to the movie’s two conflicting and foundational gags: the uselessness of abundance 
and the inability to escape. Both jokes are augmented by the casting of hundreds of 
scampering policemen.  
Keaton designed his narrative technique, built up from the capitalist habits of 
seeing motion, to accurately tell the story of capitalist violence as a non-narrative, 
repetitive pattern of oppression and radical violence that the weak had to survive. Keaton 
placed himself neither on the side of the system nor its overthrow. Rather, he strove to 
accurately represent everyday life and its survival. Cops stands out from this pattern, 
largely, because it ends with Keaton’s death. When the woman he loves rejects him a 
second time—she said she would not marry him until he “becomes a big business 
man”—Keaton opens the precinct doors. The policemen grab him, and the movie cuts to 
a shot of Keaton’s hat atop a gravestone (fig. 2.30 – 2.32.).  
Cops humorous depiction of violence might downplay the carnage, but the 
movie’s comic take on death is a crucial aspect of its tragicomic pattern of class violence. 
It reveals a way that one can use these new, capitalist habits of seeing against themselves. 
The state attempted again and again to use the cycle of violence to whip the public into a 
frenzy. People, like J. Edgar Hoover, used the numerous anarchist bombings of the late 
1910s and early 1920s to construct a narrative of impending anarchist violence and 
foreign influence. He and others fomented The First Red Scare. They incited it around the 
fear of what could happen. They tried to stoke an anxiety around their predictions of the 
future, of a Communist insurrection in America.72 But by the fall of 1920, they had 
already lost a decent amount of credibility. Attorney General Palmer guaranteed a 
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Bolshevik uprising in the United States on May Day, 1920. When it failed to materialize, 
his reputation took a hit. The Rocky Mountain News remarked, “We can never get to 
work if we keep jumping sideways in fear of the bewhiskered Bolshevik.”73 
The new visual habits of seeing in the period valued correct predictions and a 
knowledge of the immediate past over a longer view of history. Audiences were keen to 
visual patterns because they were on the look-out for them, attending to the now. When 
the predictions of Hoover, Palmer, Flynn, and Burns failed to come true, the vast majority 
of New Yorkers and Americans forgot about the Wall Street Bombing. It was no longer 
the immediate past, and it lost whatever predictive value it might have had. The tamed 
chaos of the period pushed life forward so unpredictably that an anarchist bombing a 
week ago said little about what next week would be like. It was a remarkable blow to 
Hoover and others, who would have to wait out the 1930s before helping foment another 
Red Scare. Yet, it was unsurprising and in line with the habits of the day. As Gage notes, 
as early as the fifth anniversary of the Wall Street Bombing—the largest (likely) terrorist 
attack in New York City before 9/11—passing workers had no idea what had left the 
pock marks on the side of the J.P. Morgan Building. In nearly a hundred years, no one 
has memorialized the site. Such forgetting seems unimaginable today. Theirs was a 
different mixture of order and chaos.   																																																								
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Chapter Three 
Narrative and the Everyday:  
Interruption and Vernacular Realism 
 
Introduction: History, Violence, and Forgetting 
At the end of the last chapter the question of how history winds its way into the 
narrative structure of cinema became unavoidable. The editing structure of Cops, with its 
patterns, commented on historical events. However, Cops was not nor never claimed to 
be an epic, historical account of the Wall Street bombing. It was set in California, during 
a police parade, not on Wall Street. The bomb that did go off in the movie did not kill 
anyone.  This type of engagement with history lends itself to being forgotten.  
History will continue to sneak into the motion pictures that will serve as the next 
two chapters’ examples. This chapter will focus on movies—The Navigator (1924), The 
Scarecrow (1923), and Our Hospitality (1920)—that engage history obliquely. These 
movies take slapstick’s non-narrative moments of interruption and, using visual patterns, 
build those interruptions into the very narrative structure of certain slapstick motion 
pictures. The next chapter, chapter four, will look at feature films from the latter half of 
Keaton’s silent career—The General (1926), especially, but also Steamboat Bill, Jr. 
(1928) and The Cameraman. These movies tend to engage historical moments more 
directly, recapitulating events from the Civil War or disasters from the recent past in 
ways that try to account for history’s patterns of destruction. 
If, after 1915, the motion picture industry was in the business of telling stories, 
what use is a set of visual habits that encourage forgetting? It is worth remembering the 
historical moment before we answer this question. The Birth of a Nation’s depiction of 
the Klu Klux Klan as the saviors of American democracy claimed to be history—history 
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written in lightning, as Woodrow Wilson was quoted as saying. The first Southern 
president since the Civil War—a Democratic president who was elected in part because 
of a fractured political system—screened the movie, which also quotes from one of his 
books, at the White House.1 African-Americans across the country protested the film, 
usually by attempting to interrupt screenings and often suffering at the hands of police.2 
And, yet, at the same time The Birth of a Nation helped revolutionize narrative 
filmmaking, demonstrating how successful and persuasive feature-length movies could 
be. Slapstick filmmakers consistently used Griffith and his titanic films as a source of 
inspiration for both what to do and what not to do.3 
Griffith’s rewriting of history also involved a lot of forgetting. Birth arrived in the 
theatres during the semicentennial celebration of the end of the Civil War, amidst a wave 
of national forgetting that the next chapter will examine in detail. Yet, Birth and the 
narrative structure it introduced relied on a wide range of teleological narrative 
constructions. For example, Griffith innovated the technique of parallel editing, which cut 
between two simultaneous events in two different locations, to create a sense of cause-
and-effect that justified the actions of his heroes.4 Film scholar Tom Gunning referred to 
this practice as hypotaxis, a literary term that describes the subjugation of one or more 
clauses to another. Griffith’s technique allowed him to build overarching emotional 
themes without relying on formal patterns within shots. Keaton, among some other 
slapstick filmmakers, chose to largely avoid parallel editing, instead choosing the 
forgetfulness of paratactic visual patterns, such as matches on linear motion, that 
stringing along one event after another, sometimes without seeming cause-and-effect.  
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As film scholars have long noted, slapstick’s chases and gags—its bombs, riots, 
deprivations, crashes, wars, and hurricanes—provide the genre with narrative structure 
and momentum while also retaining the ethos of non-narrative attractions. The bomb in 
Cops is both a funny, distracting gag and the impetus for the plot’s climax. So is the 
deprivation in The Gold Rush. As film scholar Donald Crafton might say, they are both 
the pie and the chase.5 These gags are both narrative and non-narrative which allows 
them to reflect both the everyday and the threat of violence in the 1920s. In this sense, 
slapstick has a vernacular, mimetic quality that sets it apart from other narrative genres 
within motion picture history.6 This vernacular mimesis connects to its rich and 
sometimes contradictory engagement with mass culture. Said another way, slapstick had 
the stylistic breadth to concern itself with the daily burdens of living and the way that 
those burdens intersected with violent, contested issues, such as, for the purpose of the 
next two chapters, labor strikes, a movement for female suffrage, state and anarchist 
violence, xenophobia, and the concern about the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, which, 
all mixed together, helped spark the First Red Scare in the United States.  
Saving Private Ryan (1998) is a recent example of both non-narrative storytelling 
and teleological narrative construction. Like The Birth of a Nation, it found purchase in a 
national moment of celebration for a generation that had gone to war. Saving Private 
Ryan’s careful representation of random and overwhelming destruction that begins the 
movie cannot be maintained throughout. The movie’s structure balances the powerful 
non-narrative representation of destruction followed by comforting classical narrative 
structure. As Captain Miller (Tom Hanks) slowly brings order to his portion of the attack, 
the capricious death and destruction fall away to make room for patriotic, teleological 
	 139	
storytelling. He gradually gives the still-living bodies on the screen names. Death no 
longer comes unexpectedly. The soldiers become characters that can no longer be killed 
with the frightening, immediate and non-narrative surprise of uncaring reality. They now 
fit into a classical story. These characters, though they might die, will develop and arc. 
Miller announces this new structure at the end of the Omaha Beach sequence, when he 
says in his slight southern accent, “Yes, it is. Quite a view.” His language announces the 
movie’s carefully orchestrated transition from non-narrative representation into ordered, 
self-justifying narrative. After holding a tight close-up on his eyes, the camera lingers on 
a blood-red sea washing over the bodies of the dead, and then moves to the War Office. 
There, the administrative tracking of casualties, punctuated by the rhythm of secretaries 
typing death notifications, flags a particular case that trickles up to General George 
Marshall. Marshall gives the movie its wholly un-historical plot rooted, not in an attempt 
to represent the realities of war, but in a sentimental twisting of the words of Abraham 
Lincoln: one soldier must be saved from the chaos of the war.7 Slapstick’s approach to 
representation tries to avoid this use of chaos as a Trojan horse that valorizes ordered 
storytelling and national myth-making.  
Slapstick instead often chooses to maintain the chaotic, unstructured randomness 
of war, but to punctuate it with comedy. Certainly, filmmakers in the 1910s and 1920s 
did not face a binary choice: grim, classical and teleological storytelling or a comic 
structure built of non-narrative, chance events. There are and continue to be other ways to 
make movies.8  Sam Fuller, for example, stated that “[t]o make a real war movie would 
be to occasionally fire at the audience from behind the screen during a battle scene. But 
word-of-mouth from casualties wouldn’t help the film to sell tickets. And again, such 
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reaching for reality is against the law. Anyone seeing the movie or reading the book will 
survive.”9 Yet, these more thoughtful engagements with violence, or in Fuller’s case 
ridiculous counter-examples, often require the appropriate context to be meaningful. 
Allan Clarke’s Elephant (1989) needed the historical moment of the Troubles and a 
commission from the BBC Northern Ireland for its relentless, non-narrative violence to 
avoid being excessive and pornographic.  
Slapstick’s answer was comedy. Comedy made room for the unexpected, and the 
unexpected fights off both despair and the chimeric hope of blind idealism. However, this 
introduction of comedy through visual habits comes with a kind of forgetfulness, as I 
demonstrated in the last chapter. Chaplin’s depiction of war in Shoulder Arms (1918) 
includes all sorts of humorous exaggerations that arguably downplay the nastiness of 
trench warfare. For instance, Chaplin’s Tramp uses the horn from a phonograph to breath 
while he sleeps underwater in his flooded trench. Yet, he still represents an American 
people wrestling with their complex relationship to the state, the dynamics of inclusion 
and exclusion, violence and justice that pervade daily experience. 
Slapstick comedy’s roots in vaudeville directly connected it to a history of 
representing violence and exclusion. The two most popular styles of vaudeville that 
translated to the screen were ethnic and racial stereotypes and knockabout acts—
vaudeville styles that represented violence and exclusion. During the rise of narrative 
film, slapstick became more nuanced in its approach to ethnicity, with Keaton, Chaplin 
and countless other stars abandoning the faux long-whiskered Irish beards (fig. 3.1) and 
other signifiers of ethnic stereotypes.10 But the tension between exclusion and inclusion 
persisted. In Shoulder Arms Chaplin has an extended gag over limburger cheese—a 
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favorite of German Americans. Chaplin’s Tramp received the limburger cheese in a 
package from his family while fighting in the trenches, so, at one level, this cheese 
embodies his connection to his family and to the States. Yet, Chaplin dons his gas mask 
to inspect the cheese (fig. 3.2), eventually tossing it into the German trenches onto the 
face of a German Officer (Loyal Underwood). Chaplin both carries out the rejection of 
his family’s suggested cultural heritage and shows the absurdity of that rejection: the war 
cannot be won by bombarding the Germans with stinky cheese. Chaplin’s limburger gag 
walks a fine line that comedy often walks, acknowledging cultural pressure, even bowing 
to it, and yet still exposing its ridiculousness. 
As Shoulder Arms’s success demonstrated, The Birth of a Nation’s importance to 
the development of a full range of narrative filmmaking techniques should not be 
overstated. The movie industry’s transition to feature filmmaking and to a mass culture 
audience was and still is a constant process of change and innovation. As scholars of 
slapstick and silent cinema such as Jennifer Bean, Noël Carroll, Donald Crafton, Maggie 
Hennefeld, Henry Jenkins, Rob King and Tom Gunning have brilliantly laid out, 
slapstick possessed a radical narrative heterogeneity that brought it to feature-length 
narrative concurrently with The Birth of a Nation. The first feature length slapstick 
comedy, Tillie’s Punctured Romance (1914), was released a few months before The Birth 
of a Nation. Slapstick’s subsequent forays into narrative managed to continue its earlier 
practice of radical narrative heterogeneity while also commenting on the rise of Griffith’s 
brand of feature-length filmmaking. Slapstick could articulate such a complex relation to 
narrative for many reasons: because chases, however short, have a narrative linearity to 
them; because the mechanical nature of many comic gags created a sense of narrative 
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anticipation at the same time that they slowed or stopped the narrative momentum; 
because of slapstick’s space for physically virtuosic performances by men and women 
that were attractions in their own right and yet told stories; because its heterogeneous 
structure recalled labor strategies such as sabotage, which would deliberately slow down 
or delay the pace of production; and, because of slapstick’s appeal to the immediate 
visual experience of motion, which is also heterogeneous, as I have argued in chapter one 
and two.11  
Yet, cinema and media studies’s characterization of non-narrative practices could 
go further toward recognizing how a series of interruptions tells a story in and of itself, a 
story often about the nature of everyday life. Theoretically speaking, at stake here is a 
non-dialectical approach to the relation between order and disorder, an approach that sees 
them as imbricated, in the words of the novelist Nikos Kazantzakis, “kneaded from the 
same bread”.12 However, any comparison of the classical understandings of 
representation and narrative with modernist understandings must also include 
conversations about the historical veracity of the content. As one can see with the above 
example of Saving Private Ryan and with numerous examples below, a classical 
understanding of narrative order often opens itself up to criticism for its too orderly—and 
un-mimetic—packaging of historical events. It matters then not just how slapstick 
represented and ordered violence or the everyday, but what violence and whose everyday 
it chose to represent and order.  
Practically and historically speaking, slapstick’s narrative techniques and content 
developed within a historical context where they critiqued both the orderly violence of 
the capitalist state and the disorderly violence of anarchists and labor organizers. Movies 
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with too much narrative disorder would, ironically, suffer from much of what the 
anarchists’ political actions suffered from. They would be incomprehensible, 
unpersuasive and defined by their oppositional quality. Too much narrative order would 
present the story as a monolithic vehicle relentlessly rolling to its destination. The 
national discussion of the 1910 bombing of the Los Angeles Times presents a window 
into these countervailing forces. The public sympathies were both with the suspects, who 
had likely been tortured and clearly had their constitutional rights violated, and against 
the bombing, which had mistakenly ignited early, starting a fire that killed twenty-one 
and injured one hundred. Eventually the state outmaneuvered the labor activists, but in 
the heat of the trial both sides felt they were losing public support because of their 
reliance on violence (fig. 3.3). A movie like Cops, and, as we will see in this chapter, 
many other movies, could expose the excesses of violence because it performed violence 
in relation to everyday realities and because it diagetically structured its violence to 
critique anarchist attentats and police over-reaction. 
There were, at least initially, clear reasons to believe in the late 1910s and early 
1920 that the working-class and the middle-class had common interests in longer 
slapstick narratives about violence, deprivation and natural disaster, to name a few 
standard plots. These mutual interests stemmed from shared social or political concerns 
around capitalist patterns of escalating violence and exclusion. Shared concerns are 
different from social or political beliefs. One can worry about the series of anarchist 
bombings of the houses of politicians and civil servants on June 2, 1919 without acting as 
U.S. Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer did and coordinating brutal raids in thirty-
three cities that ended in thousands of illegal and violent arrests, now remembered as the 
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Palmer raids. Similarly, one can object to the illegal arrests, police violence and 
unconstitutional deportation of immigrants by the United States government without 
being a devout “Socialist, Communist or anarchist,” just as the lawyers who publically 
denounced the 1920 Palmer Raids did.13 Indeed, by the 1910s, Emma Goldman, the most 
famous anarchist deported by Palmer, had begun to object to the celebration of violence. 
When her close collaborator Alexander Berkman dedicated an issue of the leftist 
magazine Mother Earth, without her approval, to the “martyred heroes” of the anarchist 
movement who had died building bombs to be used in violent political action, Goldman 
was enraged. She later wrote, “I had always tried to keep our magazine free from such 
language, and now the whole number was filled with prattle about force and dynamite.” 
The groups that objected to illegal and often deadly violence, regardless of whether it was 
from the state or from radical anarchists, shared a big tent.14  
To put this concern over violence into the language of this chapter, motion picture 
audiences in the United States found in slapstick comedy a place where they could 
imagine stopping the mutually re-enforcing relation between the disordered, unexpected 
violence of terrorism and the ordered, often announced, violence of the state. This is not 
to say that slapstick comedy helped develop policy solutions, but rather that it could 
create space for thinking outside of cycles of exclusion, and, in particular, some slapstick 
helped advocate for a type of resistance to both state and anarchist violence that de-
escalated exclusion. The tactics that emerged were often tactics of making do, tactics that 
understood the place of interruption or that acknowledged the need for militancy without 
giving into despair or idealism.15  
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Visual Forms, Narrative Content, and Linear Discontinuity 
Violent, controversial current events shaped the heterogeneous narrative 
structures at work, not just in Cops (see chapter two), but in most slapstick shorts and 
features in the 1920s. The Navigator (1924) is no exception. In the movie, foreign spies 
set a massive ship adrift with only two passengers on board. The two passengers—Rollo 
Treadway (Buster Keaton) and Betsy O’Brien (Kathryn McGuire)—struggle to fit a ship 
made for masses of people to their individual needs. The physical structure of the boat 
shapes the movie’s plot and its sequences. The picture even takes its title from the ship’s 
fictional name. However, much like Keaton did with Cops or Sennett and Arbuckle did 
with The Riot (1913), The Navigator leaves the connection between its narrative form and 
content and current events out in the open to be discovered. The role of the Navigator—
that is, the ship itself—was played by the USS Buford, the ship that was used four years 
earlier to deport to Soviet Russia 249 “radicals” arrested in the Palmer raids. A ship used, 
within the real world, to deport immigrants frames the fictional story of two rich kids 
adrift in a world without servants or other help—a portrait, in effect, of what the States 
might start to look like if the deportation of immigrants was carried to its extreme. (I will 
explore this technique of exaggerating rhetorical logic in more detail in the next section.) 
Although the allusion to the USS Buford’s service before its acting gig in The 
Navigator remains subtle, the movie does not hide it. The name of the ship was reported 
in the press extensively during the build up to the deportation and during the making and 
promotion of the movie. Front page headlines in the New York Times and the Los Angeles 
Times about the Palmer raids typically referred to the name of the ship, for instance: “Ark 
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with 300 Reds Sails Early for Unnamed Port, Buford Captain Has Sealed Orders” and 
“Emma to Sail Today, Secrete Orders for Soviet Ark, Buford Captain Does not Know 
Destination of His Radical Gang,” respectively.16 Four years later, the reports in the 
motion picture press of Keaton’s new movie included tidbits like, “Buster Keaton is to be 
seen this week at the Capitol in ‘The Navigator.’ In the producing of this feature Mr. 
Keaton chartered the Buford,” and, in a longer piece in the Los Angeles Times called 
“Humorists All at Sea,” “Keaton engaged a 450-foot ocean liner, the Buford, and brought 
it to Catalina Island,” and said, “‘There’s the boat. Now write me a comedy.’” The movie 
also seems to be cognizant of the potential of double address, stemming from the past 
history of the Buford. The fifth intertitle of the movie comes after a long shot introducing 
the Navigator and states, “There she lies now, and it is our patriotic duty to destroy that 
ship.” Censors may have been attuned to the allusion, too. The early scenes of violent 
sabotage, which included the kidnapping and binding of a wealthy capitalist at gunpoint, 
were removed from the prints screened in Chicago. Although the censorship records give 
no explanation, the similarity of the scenes to class violence associated with anarchist 
attacks likely played a role in the office’s decision.17 The movie, however, does not 
depict the saboteurs as anarchists or labor activists, but as foreign spies, a move that 
conjures up the nation’s continued division over immigration and the polarizing worries 
over foreign influence on American government.   
I want to stress how the historical materiality, in this case a ship of historical 
importance, drives the narrative. After Keaton, wearing his director’s hat, declared, 
“There’s the boat. Now write me a comedy,” he and his team of writers scoured the boat 
for potential gags. According to the Los Angeles Times, “[a]t the end of a week of this 
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sort of thing, the stenographer had more than 400 pages of single-spaced gag ideas.”18 
Keaton and his writers boiled this abundance of ideas down to ones that reflected the 
formal and historical nature of the ship. Many of the gags that made it into the movie 
played off of the ship’s physical qualities and its role in the deportation of legal 
immigrants. In addition, the gags do narrative work, moving the story forward while also 
disrupting the visual and narrative linearity. For instance, Keaton and McGuire each 
initially believe they are on the ship all by themselves. In their desperate search for 
another person—a legitimate plot point—they end up running around the ship just 
missing one another at each turn. Formally speaking, their moving bodies trace lines up, 
down, across and into the depth of various shots of the ship. Thematically, they represent 
what it might be like to live in a world where American citizens can be deported for their 
political views—in other words, an industrialized world where not a lot of people are left. 
This is one of many gags in the movie that unites the formal, visual language of the gag 
with its narrative content and techniques, disrupting and advancing the linear qualities of 
both and giving these forms and these narrative techniques political weight. Other 
examples would include Keaton’s use of pulleys, tow lines, ladders, flares and life 
preservers to defend the ship and the implication that what is left after such a liberal 
deportation policy are indigenous peoples and the military (fig. 3.4 – 3.5).  
Slapstick’s play with formal and narrative through lines—delaying them and 
extending them in unexpected ways across shots, edited sequences and plots—exposes 
the arrogance advanced by uninterrupted, myth-building narrative structures and the 
editing and composition that undergirds them. The plot of The Navigator, unlike a 
Griffith film, consists of accidents, failures, and unintended consequences without any 
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moral lesson. Keaton’s character, Rollo Treadway, fails in proposing marriage, boards 
the wrong ship, hoists a flag marking their directionless ship as quarantined so that their 
potential rescuers are scared away, runs aground near an island of “cannibals,” and 
accidentally bumps into a submarine. Yet the movie has a physical connection to history, 
through the USS Buford, that gives meaning to its fiddling with continuity and 
discontinuity. Narrative delays and interruptions with their unintended consequences are 
not merely means of postponing the inevitable end of the story or of recalling labor 
strategies for working class audiences. They also offer a competing version of history—
an alternative to classical Hollywood’s narrative structure—one that insists on a history 
replete with accidents, failures, and unforeseen circumstances, rather than great men 
imposing their wills. Slapstick’s humbler take suggests a haphazard unfolding of events.  
A history whose causality can only be approximated contrasts sharply with classical 
Hollywood’s narrative certainty and that certainty’s tendency to exclude. 
Within the context of the 1920s, championing the natural chaos of the world 
became a way to ridicule both the ideological determinism of Marxism—which Emma 
Goldman and other exiles such as the labor organizer “Big” Bill Haywood would later 
rebel against—and the paranoid, militarized over-reaction of many elements of the U.S. 
government. Indeed, members of the U.S. government often whole-heartedly believed in 
the determinism of communism, seeing inevitable chains of causation where there was 
mostly human error and frailty. As I mentioned in chapter two, Attorney General Palmer 
predicted a labor uprising on May 1, 1920 largely based on his faith in the inevitability of 
a communist rebellion in the States. When it did not materialize, he was mocked in the 
press.19 Weaving together chaos of all kinds—from the linear to the non-linear, from the 
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deterministic to the wholly unpredictable—at the level of story and form became 
slapstick’s way of recasting very real cycles of violence justified by erroneous certainty.  
 
Mimesis, Narrative Interruption, the Vernacular, and the Comic 
Tillie’s Punctured Romance and The Birth of a Nation emerged as two competing 
approaches to narrative in 1915. They illustrate how non-narrative techniques took on a 
different meaning in the age of narrative filmmaking than they had had during the cinema 
of attractions. The non-narrative now reached for an earthy realism, in contrast to the 
ideological bent of Griffith’s features or the visual spectacle of the previous decade. The 
popularity of narrative slapstick—composed of many non-narrative sequences—
emphasizes how, despite Griffith’s success, the non-narrative sequence did not go 
underground. Rather it became an essential part of narrative filmmaking, and, especially 
of slapstick’s claim to a vernacular realism. 
If we begin to understand the non-narrative as a narrative technique and as having 
a claim to vernacular realism we can lean on a rich history of non-narrative and 
vernacular practices in literary history. However unexpected it might be to turn to 
seventy-year-old work from the comparative literature scholar Erich Auerbach, the 
connections to feature-length narrative cinema are robust. Auerbach’s Mimesis: The 
Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946) places non-narrative techniques 
upon a much larger timeline, charting the give-and-take between narrative continuity and 
interruptions throughout hundreds of years of literary history. The expanded perspective 
that he offers helps frame slapstick as a mixture of order and disorder that audiences 
recognized as reflecting their experiences of modernity—something his fellow 
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intellectual traveller and fellow exile, Siegfried Kracauer, commented on directly with his 
list of affinities between reality and motion pictures.20 It also helps distinguish between 
what Tom Gunning has described as the hypotactic compositions of Griffith’s parallel 
editing with the formally rigorous but paratactic editing style of slapstick comedy, 
because Auerbach saw parataxis and hypotaxis as strong markers of two different strands 
of mimesis.21 Finally, returning to Auerbach connects the theme of “the home” in Griffith 
and of “homelessness” in slapstick, perhaps best exemplified by Lillian Gish’s female 
innocence and Chaplin’s Tramp, respectively, to the politics of exclusion and deportation 
that were so prominent during the First Red Scare and continued to be during Auerbach’s 
writing of mimesis in Turkey during World War II and now into our time. 
For Auerbach, a writer’s privileging of perceptual details and other non-narrative 
attractions over historical narratives correlates with that author’s use of a vernacular 
style. Auerbach first mentions this link in his analysis of the shift from the high Latin of 
Ammianus Marcellius and Tacitus to the sloppy, vernacular Latin of Gregory of Tours’ 
History of the Franks—a history that Auerbach argues also leads to a merging of 
aesthetic realms. He writes, “A churchman, practically concerned with the life of men 
[that is to say, Gregory of Tours], cannot separate [“the realm of the sublime and tragic 
on one hand and of the everyday and the real on the other”]. He encounters human 
tragedy every day in the mixed, random material of life.”22 This recalls not just the 
cinema of attractions and vernacular modernism, but also modernist visual culture’s 
embrace of the tragicomic (see chapter two). Gregory bungles his story sometimes 
beyond comprehension, favoring what Auerbach calls “the sensory-concrete” over 
“literary expression.”23 In reading Gregory’s vivid descriptions of violent deaths that are 
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rife with detail but lack causal connections, one realizes that the mimetic function of 
vernacular forms and broken narrative structures have been part of representational 
practices for broad swaths of history.24  
Slapstick comics also valued the “sensory-concrete” over story. This, indeed, is 
one of the claims of Gunning’s first article on the cinema of attractions. Slapstick comics 
regularly built their motion pictures up from the visceral immediacy of gags, rather than 
down from an overarching plot structure. As Harold Lloyd explains in a 1962 interview: 
“Well, as to the writers, we didn’t exactly call them writers in those days. They were 
called idea men, or gag men. Not having dialogue at that time, it was business, comedy 
business that was all-important. … We’d get an idea and the idea was developed more or 
less piecemeal. … The gags were the important thing, and the story was sort of 
secondary.” The comedy in Safety Last! was built around Lloyd’s scaling of the building. 
That was filmed first, with the rest of the movie folded in to the final gag in fits and 
starts. Lloyd describes the “writing” as improvisational:  
 
We would work out a sequence or series of sequences and then we would shoot those. 
Then we would suspend action and come back and work some more. We kept changing 
our story as we went along and we found that it worked better to go along a certain story-
direction or idea line and then we would change it, so that would naturally change other 
things. Our whole story was very, very pliable.25 
 
Lloyd mentions “story-direction” and refers to an “idea line.” Stories had a linear quality 
to them. Yet, this linear quality changed throughout the filmmaking process. The 
narrative had to remain “pliable.” One finds in Lloyd’s language a sense of the stories 
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that gags could tell and the throughlines that gags continued. However secondary 
narrative might be, it was built up from gags, giving each a dependence on the other.  
Auerbach can help film studies describe in more detail how filmmakers who 
privileged non-narrative gags could still refer to the linear quality of their narratives. 
Mimesis traces the linear qualities of storytelling throughout Western literature. His 
language of horizontal motion and vertical connection culminates in his discussion of 
Dante, who merged antiquity’s love of historical narrative with the biblical interest in 
connecting the common and vulgar to the divine.  
 
… Dante’s conception of what happens, of history, is not identical with that commonly 
accepted in the modern world. Indeed, he does not view it merely as an earthly process, a 
pattern of earthly events, but as a constant connection with God’s plan, toward the goal of 
which all earthly happenings trend. This is to be understood not only in the sense of 
human society as a whole approaching the end of the world and the advent of the 
millennium in a constant forward motion (with all history, then, directed horizontally, 
into the future); but also in the sense that every earthly event and every earthly 
phenomenon is at all times—independently of all forward motion—directly connected to 
God’s plan; so that a multiplicity of vertical links establish an immediate relation between 
every earthly phenomenon and the plan of salvation conceived by Providence.26  
 
Both Gregory and early slapstick do not have the forward motion of history in his 
writing, just the vertical links, however base and concrete. As Auerbach points out, 
Gregory, multiple times, “refuses to do without the falling body” when he describes 
death. Similarly, the liturgical play Mystère d’Adam uses vernacular French to bring the 
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feel of the 12th-century quotidian to The Fall of Adam and Eve. “Vertical links” steadily 
punctuate these medieval examples.  
Slapstick contains countless examples of similar vertical links. Its falls and other 
interruptions no longer had as strong a cultural connection to the biblical. Capitalism and 
science have replaced much of the cultural immediacy that religion once had. Instead of 
punctuating the everyday with death and The Fall of Man, in slapstick narratives, one 
finds financial ruin and social mobility, lost love and industrial accidents—falls from an 
economic grace, falls in love and very real and damaging physical falls. Yet, the form of 
vertical motion remained largely unchanged. The central action in Safety Last!, the movie 
with the pliable plot line and the central character aspiring to move up into the middle 
classes that Harold Lloyd described above, is scaling, and periodically slipping down, a 
ten story building.27  
I have already gotten ahead of myself slightly, for in early slapstick, what story 
there was consisted almost entirely of chaotic vertical action. Like in the History of the 
Franks, there was little coherent plotting. For example, in the Fatty Arbuckle short film 
The Butcher Boy (1917), an all-out brawl in the butcher shop makes up the first half of 
the plot and an all-out brawl in a girls’ boarding school—with Fatty Arbuckle, Al St. 
John, and Buster Keaton in drag—makes up the second half. The filmmakers control the 
crescendo of the action through pace, but there is little beyond action and pace. Character 
development, interior monologues, and even individual character’s motivations hardly 
exist. Everyone happily indulges in a marvelous food fight without any concern for 
alliances or personal goals. Messy chaos rules the day. Falling abounds. The potential 
ethe of these non-narrative interruptions needs to be explored. It is not enough to claim 
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that non-narrative interruptions in early slapstick are, like Auerbach found in medieval 
literature, vertical events that favor the sensory-concrete experience of common, vulgar 
life. They certainly were that: visceral, physical, racy and ridiculous in a way that focused 
attention on the details of the everyday. But that does not persuasively tell us what these 
vertical links connected to if they no longer conjured up biblical notions of sin and 
salvation.28 What were the meanings behind slapstick’s chaotic meaninglessness that 
gave it such sustained cultural traction in the late 1910s and 1920s? 
 
Housework, Interruption, Modernist Forms, and Suffrage Politics  
It might seem strange to transition to a discussion of housework, but the home 
was central to slapstick’s use of interruption. Like the public spaces that dominated early 
slapstick—shops, parks, fairgrounds, expositions, hotels, the seaside—the home is a 
central node of capitalism. At home, economics intersects with immediate ethical 
decisions. Homemakers foster feelings of belonging or not belonging, in themselves and 
others, through their choices. In the 1910s antisuffragists often emphasized the 
importance of the home as a reason for denying women the vote—politics would sully 
the domestic sphere. In turn, suffragists ran articles extolling the domestic 
accomplishments of leading suffragists: one could participate in the public sphere and 
manage a proper household. This sense of inclusion or exclusion often hinges on whether 
one saw homemaking as comparable to other labor and on how homemakers responded 
to interruption, to the unexpected breaking up of their day, to the countless little moments 
where they have to balance the maintenance of the community with their own economic 
interests.  
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Although the larger implications of the home within slapstick are not explicitly 
apparent at first glance, the literary scholar Edward Said thought of Auerbach and his 
own work as a “secular criticism” that took the home and homelessness as its central 
motifs. As the comparative literature scholar Aamir R. Mufti explains:  
 
Secular implies for Said a critique of nationalism as an ideology of hearth and home, of 
collective Gemütlichkeit; a critique of the “assurance,” “confidence,” and “majority 
sense” that claims on behalf of national culture always imply; “a critique of the entire 
matrix of meaning we associate with ‘home,’ belonging and community” (WT. pg. 11). It 
contains the charge that the organicism of national belonging, its mobilization of the 
filiative metaphors of kinship and regeneration, obscures its exclusionary nature.29 
 
Within the context of mass culture, Said’s comments on the home recall a number of 
exclusions that film studies has addressed in competing ways: the dearth of female 
slapstick comedy stars in the 1920s, especially in the sense of unbounded female bodies 
and the field’s own tendency to passively exclude women and the home from its analysis 
of slapstick’s working class politics. 
The scholarship of film historians such as Maggie Hennefeld, Rob King, Steven J. 
Ross, Kay Sloan, and Shelley Stamp as well as historians such as Elizabeth Ewan have 
made it possible to talk about labor politics and feminist politics as something more than 
separate issues.30 In talking about them together, my claim is not that pro-feminist men, 
who were often also pro-labor, were essential to the suffrage movement. I do not think 
they were.31 Rather, pro-labor women, who were also almost always suffragists—with a 
few noted exceptions like Mother Jones—were essential to the labor movement. Indeed, 
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the historian Mari Boor Tonn has persuasively written about how labor organizing can be 
understood as a type of militant motherhood.32 Recognizing the role of women and 
femininity in the labor movement can enrich our understanding of slapstick’s relationship 
to its working class audiences and can expand our understanding of narrative interruption 
and other techniques that resonated not just with labor and suffrage interventions, but 
with the realities of everyday working life, inside and outside the home. Said another 
way, in the 1910s and 1920s women worked in factories and in homes. They organized 
unions and were among the most famous radicals in America. Even in industries like 
mining where the labor unions had a de facto ban on women, the housework of the 
women, and not just the jobbing work some of them took on, was also essential labor in 
support of the home, and, for example, when the Colorado National Guard and the 
Colorado Fuel & Iron Company camp guards attacked striking families in the 1914 
Ludlow Massacre, women died and their homes burned.  
Yet, the home has rarely been characterized as a significant setting for slapstick 
and its interruptions.33 The field usually describes the relation within slapstick between 
interruptions and narrative through the lens of labor politics, which is typically described 
as a masculine, public sphere response to industrialization, a tendency that has been 
reinforced by labor history itself.34 The film scholar Rob King brilliantly outlines how 
non-narrative excursions in early slapstick films mimic labor stoppages, sabotage, strikes 
and other forms of protest.35 King is certainly right to point this out, but his insight, as 
King himself and other early film scholars like Maggie Hennefeld and Jennifer Bean 
maintain, needs to be extended. Slapstick does not begin and end as a pro-labor dialogue 
between famous male slapstick comics and a male working-class audience. Interruption, 
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strikes and sabotages affected the lives of working-class women as much as men, and, as 
we will see, women of all classes had much to say on the subject. It is worth noting, for 
instance, that Elizabeth Gurley Flynn wrote the International Workers of the World’s 
pamphlet on sabotage.36 A woman, not a man, institutionalized the practice of sabotage 
that slapstick’s narrative interruptions sometimes reference.  
One of the most prominent settings for slapstick comedy, especially in the 1920s, 
is the domestic sphere. Not all slapstick filmmakers treated the domestic sphere equally. 
Charlie Chaplin’s Tramp character, which was built upon a 19th-century trope of 
geographic and economic freedom, existed largely outside of the domestic sphere by 
definition, a radical rejection of the home that I will return to later in this section.37 On 
the other hand, a large majority of Buster Keaton’s silent two-reelers are set within 
homes. Fourteen of the nineteen shorts Buster Keaton made between 1920 and 1923 
include domestic spaces. Shorts like One Week, Neighbors, The Scarecrow, The Haunted 
House, My Wife’s Relations, The Electric House, and The Boat were primarily if not 
entirely set in the domestic sphere. This shift into the domestic sphere was likely, at least 
in part, a function of slapstick’s increasing push toward both a mass culture audience and 
an aging core audience. For Keaton, this shift was also an opportunity for the home to 
become a new place to explore the meanings of narrative interruptions and class and 
gender politics. 
Before turning to Keaton’s use of the home, let’s examine a concrete example of 
the cultural debate around homemaking and politics. On April 13, 1912, Outlook 
magazine ran an article entitled “Scientific Management in the Home,” part of a series of 
articles on “Home-Making the Woman’s Profession.” Outlook was a left-leaning, 
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progressive magazine. Teddy Roosevelt contributed articles from time to time, and the 
editors had long supported scientific management as a means of curbing the power of the 
industrialists. The editors’ tin ears to the realities of homemaking help illustrate how 
divisive issues such as feminism and scientific management were for the political left. 
Although Frank and Lillian Gilbreth practiced a more nuanced scientific management 
often rooted in experience and tempered with concern for laborers of both genders, 
certain practitioners allowed their belief in scientific management to get the best of them. 
One of those was John B. Guernsey. Guernsey’s attempt to improve the lives of 
homemakers lacked the basic insight and the robust imagination that some experience 
might have provided. Five months later, Outlook ran a selection of letters to the editor 
responding to Guernsey’s article. Written by eight women and one man, they corrected 
Guernsey’s lack of knowledge and entered into a philosophical debate about the nature of 
continuity and efficiency.38 These letters provide a valuable window into how the culture 
saw and discussed interruptions of bodily motions, underlining that the meanings of 
habits of seeing—in this case, the habits of seeing interruptions—do not need to be 
agreed upon. They can frame contentious points of debate as much as they point toward 
unacknowledged assumptions. 
Nearly all the letters stress that the very nature of homemaking requires an 
engagement with interruption and variety. This ran directly against Mr. Guernsey’s stated 
intention to cut out the wasteful delays, the miscalculations and the gratuitous deviations 
of unscientific homemakers. Despite Mr. Guernsey’s belief in his techniques, the 
overwhelming response to his article suggested otherwise: interruptions not only cannot 
be eliminated, they constitute the very fabric of home life. A woman who signs her letter 
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Mrs. G summed up her argument in this way: 
 
Let me compare [Guernsey’s] attitude of vague optimism—born, I feel sure, of total 
inexperience—with that of Mrs. Josephine Daskam Bacon, who published not long ago a 
suggestive article about home-making. Mrs. Bacon had employed a housekeeper who 
objected to her job with the plea that she was “always being interrupted.” “But,” replied 
Mrs. Bacon (and here comes the most astute comment I’ve ever read about this 
traditional woman’s business), “that’s just what housekeeping is—isn’t it?—a series of 
interruptions.” If it seemed so to Mrs. Bacon, employing four servants and having an 
ample income at her command, what must it seem to the mother of three or four little 
children trying to do all the household drudgery and properly care for her babies at the 
same time?39 
 
Another woman, who signs her letter “A Rancher,” waxed poetic on the role of 
interruptions, pushing into the realm of ethics. After noting some of her homemaking 
goals for the day—doing the laundry, serving the meals, washing the dishes—she 
provides an abbreviated list of her interruptions, which included helping her “sister hitch 
up and start for school, feed[ing the] chicks breakfast, [turning the] eggs in [the] 
incubators,” looking after the neighbors “next littlest” one, so the neighbor could care for 
her newborn, and attending to her invalid mother. These so-called interruptions allowed 
her to provide for her family and community, whether financially, through selling her 
hens’ eggs, or socially, by lending a hand to her neighbor. In many ways, these 
interruptions created a sense of belonging for those around her that doing the laundry and 
the dishes could never have provided on their own. She ends her letter this way: 
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While mixing my bread I made this comparison. A housewife’s work is like bread; the 
regular duties are the moisture and very necessary, but made to be of real value when 
mixed stiff with interruptions, the two together making a whole which serves the family 
and fills its place in the community.40 
 
The push and pull between “the regular duties” and the valuable “interruptions” 
constitute one of the central struggles of modern life, and it is a struggle that exists 
beyond ranchers in rural Washington State and progressive, middle-class homemakers in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. The editors of The Outlook also suggest that this struggle 
extends beyond the domestic sphere. At the end of Mrs. G’s letter they wrote: “Let this 
wife, however, remember that housekeeping is not the only business subject to 
interruption and to the whims of individuals. Part of her problem is to provide regularly 
for the irregularities of her profession. In that respect it is like every other business.”41 
The editors comment displays its defensiveness not just in its condescending tone, but 
also in the way that Mrs. G’s letter has caused them to qualify their premise. By treating 
homemaking as a profession, the editors were taking a conservative pro-feminist stance 
that, to their surprise, backfired. The equivalence they posited created space for the 
critique from the letters to the editor to apply not just to homemaking, but to every 
profession. The balancing of the ordered and the chaotic falls to everyone. In a modern 
world where the pace of life has sped up so significantly in certain areas, while slowed in 
others, professionals and laborers of all kinds must find ways to mix the expected with 
the unexpected. 
Recognizing the importance of the domestic sphere in 1920s slapstick does not 
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necessarily translate into a claim that slapstick comedy advanced a feminist politics. 
These domestic spaces are still largely male-dominated, regardless of whether they were 
respectable, middle-class kitchens or ridiculous spaces of hair-brained technological 
misadventure. Part of the struggle to interpret slapstick comedy is to weigh in on the 
limits of mass culture as a tool of political and cultural critique. Slapstick comedies of the 
1920s put male comedians in female roles while very rarely doing the same for female 
comedians.42 One can recognize that these movies are not visions of a radical feminist 
utopia.  
Yet, Keaton’s take on interruption places him solidly in the camp of the 
homemakers who wrote to Outlook magazine in 1912. Mrs. G’s definition of housework 
as “a series of interruptions” could just as easily be applied to slapstick comedy. Keaton, 
especially, bounces as energetically and cluelessly around the home as he does around the 
shop or factory floor. Even if Keaton can only momentarily escape his gender roles—and 
never his privileged gender—he presents a more pervasive modernity than film studies 
usually allows. Keaton’s modernity has infiltrated the nooks and crannies of a more 
expansive everyday life, one that included a sphere of labor that in the 1920s was 
generally dominated by women.43  
The important role of homemaking in slapstick also gestures toward a larger 
meaning for narrative interruptions, one beyond their affinity with labor actions. It 
suggests that the experience of modern life at the narrative level, and not just at the 
perceptual level of the last chapter, consists of stopping, breaking, twisting and 
sometimes leaving story lines and visual cues unconnected.44  
Slapstick’s use of the home as a crucial site for visually representing this aspect of 
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modernity offers another means of connecting the visual representations of slapstick with 
the tropes of modernism. Architectural historian Charles Rice and cultural critic Walter 
Benjamin have both traced the emergence of modernity from the interior spaces of 
domesticity and consumption in 19th century France.45 Painters such as Édouard Manet, 
Édouard Vuillard and Edgar Degas depicted interior spaces in a disorienting way (fig. 3.6 
and 3.7), sparking the novelist and art critic Louis Edmond Duranty to describe the new 
painting in 1876 as one that plays with our visual understanding of space and motion. 
 
Our point of view is not always in the centre of a room with two walls receding towards 
that of the rear. It does not always gather together the lines and angles of cornices with a 
mathematical regularity and symmetry. Nor is it always free to suppress the great 
swellings of the ground and of the floor in the foreground; it is sometimes very high, 
sometimes very low, missing the ceiling, getting at objects from their undersides, 
unexpectedly cutting off the furniture.46   
 
The new approach to visual expectations that Duranty singles outs only became more 
pronounced with time as younger artists took up the mantle of experimentation and some 
established painters pushed their stylistic experimentations further. With, for example, 
Paul Cezanne and Henri Matisse, interior spaces became even harder to decipher (fig. 
3.8). Slapstick carries on in this vein, animating and narrating this uncertainty. Doors 
open in unexpected places in the High Sign (fig. 3.9). Stairs suddenly move and shift in 
The Electric House (fig. 3.10 and 3.11), and a chimney leads to a bathtub in the maze of 
modernity created by the DIY modern house in One Week (fig. 3.12 – 3.15).47  
To modernity’s already well-established view of interior spaces as a place of 
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malaise, the unheimlich and the uncertain, slapstick added motion. Although this may 
have been a step toward the vulgar, in the sense, for example, that any move toward the 
vernacular marks a shift away from a higher style, it was not a mere derivation of high 
art’s ruminations on the interior. Motion brought new interests into the picture. Along 
with a stronger narrative structure, motion carried with it concerns for the ethics of 
efficiency. Slapstick bridged the concerns of the domestic and the public spheres. Where 
painting captured the mood of disorientation, the narrative force of slapstick—that force 
that comes from its radical heterogeneity—challenged the logic of certain exclusionary 
practices. It created more space for narrative and for temporal, non-narrative 
interruptions, which in turn allowed certain slapstick comics to stake a position on the 
nature of realistic storytelling and on the promise of progress. 
 
The Political Force of Comedy 
The comic can be understood as a means of escape, a kind of denial that, at its 
worst, conditions one to mistreatment and injustice. As the film scholar Miriam Hansen 
has shown, this is how Theodor Adorno saw comic cartoons in the 1930s. Adorno had a 
point, and he might be right about Donald Duck in particular.48 Yet too often his point 
has been extended beyond concrete examples and critiques into a theory of comedy. 
Theories of comedy are famously useless. Most philosophers who have written on 
comedy explicitly avoid definitions and theories and reach instead for observations.49 The 
more historically grounded such observations can be, the better.  
In the second half of the 1910s, the suffragists in America used humor and 
performance in their campaign for enfranchisement. For many suffragists, comedy was a 
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refusal to stay silent. As the literary scholar Mary Chapman has noted, this refusal 
ironically drew attention to the voicelessness of woman in the public sphere “through the 
foregrounding of several styles of utterances, most notably silence, quotation, and 
ventriloquism.”50 For Chapman, Alice Duer Miller stands out as a preeminent example of 
this use of humor. Her column in the New York Tribune, “Are Women People?”, ran for 
nearly four years, from 1914 to 1917, becoming immensely successful. As Chapman 
details, Miller often used quotes about suffrage from prominent politicians as the 
inspiration for her poetry, playing their stances out to their logical and often ridiculous 
end. For example, she uses Vice President Thomas Riley Marshall’s claim that “My wife 
is against suffrage, and that settles me”, to expose the silliness of the anti-suffrage claim 
that men can represent the women in their family at the polls. After quoting Marshall her 
column featured this bit of poetic ventriloquism: 
 
My wife dislikes the income tax,  
And so I cannot pay it;   
She thinks that golf all interest lacks,  
So now I never play it; 
She is opposed to tolls repeal   
(Though why I cannot say),   
But woman’s duty is to feel, 
And man’s is to obey.  
 
My present wife’s a suffragist and counts on my support,  
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But my mother is an anti, of a rather biting sort; 
One grandmother is on the fence, the other much opposed,  
And my sister lives in Oregon, and thinks the question’s closed. 
Each one is counting on my vote to represent her view.   
Now what should you think proper for a gentleman to do?51 
 
She writes from the perspective of a completely fictional (no one obeys that fully or 
unerringly), well-meaning man, giving him full range to lament how the current system 
has put him in a bind. Her humor reveals both how disenfranchisement limits her own 
voice and how absurd one particular argument of the antisuffragists is.  
Miller’s use of humor does not mean that the comic was inherently a tool for 
enfranchising women. Both the suffrage movement and its opposition used comedy to try 
and win an advantage. As the scholar Jane Marcus has pointed out, the historian George 
Dangerfield cast the suffrage movement in Britain as a comedy in order to demean and 
belittle it. There is, however, a key difference between the two political uses of the 
comic, which can be found with the help of Auerbach: suffragists imbue their comedy 
with realism, with the interruptions and spectacle of everyday life, while Dangerfield’s 
comedy is editorial—a clever insertion of his own opinion. Whether it was Alice Duer 
Miller ventriloquizing or the suffragist Emmeline Pankhurst engaging in what Marcus 
calls her radical “discourse of interruption”—which included the interruption of political 
speeches—the end goal remained roughly the same: to inspire women to fight for 
equality by, as the suffragist Rebecca West put it, “provok[ing men] to candid expression 
[of their sexist attitudes].”52 The comic has the ability to lay bare the everyday realities of 
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an ideology or a cultural practice regardless of the political ramifications. This is, at least, 
how many of the suffragists often used it and how Auerbach understood comic realism to 
work. 
Buster Keaton’s The Scarecrow exposed the chauvinism of scientific management 
ideologues, like Guernsey, in part, by using the techniques of suffragist humorists, like 
Alice Duer Miller. An affinity for Miller’s sense of humor does not file The Scarecrow 
under popular suffragist agitprop. It opened in cinemas roughly four months after the 
ratification of the 19th Amendment to the United States Constitution, which enfranchised 
women. It was not, like Miller’s column, an overt attempt to change minds. However, it 
does suggest a perspective on history that allows one to see the overlap in the techniques 
and interventions of the women’s movement and the labor movement—in their use of 
spectacle and interruption, their complex take on narrative, and their amalgam of 
ambitions and experiences. The movie, whose first half is set in an all-male domestic 
space shared by two farmhands, addresses the new state of affairs with the ambiguous 
intertitle voiced by Keaton, “I don’t care how she votes—I’m going to marry her”. “She” 
is the farmer’s daughter, played by Sybil Seely. The context of the intertitle suggests that 
Keaton might mean that he does not care whether she “elects” him or his roommate and 
rival in love (Joe Roberts) to the position of husband, although he might (also) mean that 
her political views will not sway his love for her. There had been a presidential election 
just a few weeks before the movie’s release.  
This short introduction sets up the plot of the movie. Seely, although only present 
so far in the form of a photograph, will choose between Keaton and Roberts. She will 
shed one patriarchal relationship for another—possibly less, possibly more—confining 
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one. First, however, the domestic sphere interrupts. Indeed, it takes over the front half of 
the movie, giving the men ample space to carry certain ideas to their logical extremes, 
making fools of scientific management along the way. Thoughts of Seely disappear as 
Keaton and Roberts work harmoniously together to treat Keaton’s toothache and make 
breakfast. 
Their one-room home is a marvel of modern technology and efficiency, a cross-
between a Rube Goldberg comic and a Ford Motors operation. The record player doubles 
as their oven and hob. They have suspended their condiments and spices on strings that 
they lower down from the ceiling (fig. 3.16). Their bookcase opens to reveal a small 
refrigerator. Keaton and Roberts maneuver through breakfast with a sterling virtuosity, 
swinging the salt and pepper to one another in beautiful synchronicity. Their physical 
performance creates a space for uncertainty about where to find the gag: is this really a 
rural, working-class home built for modern efficiency? 
Their actions become increasingly ridiculous as they clean up from breakfast. 
First they remove the tabletop and scrape the leftover food into a chute in the floor that 
transports the scraps to a trough for the pigs. The tabletop is then attached to the wall 
above a roll top desk. The desk turns out to be a sink, and Keaton sprays the dishes, 
fastened permanently to the tabletop, with a hose from the desk (3.17). The bathtub 
dumps into a pond for the ducks, transforming into a loveseat, and Keaton’s Murphy bed 
folds up to the wall, becoming a piano. Before walking out the door, they pull a string 
that slowly flips the tabletop over to reveal a framed sign reading, “What is Home 
without a Mother” (fig. 3.18). Their breakfast ritual unleashed a host of seemingly 
jumbled class and gender signifiers and conflicting measures of efficiency.  
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Indeed, the richness of this gag defies concise description. It confounds certain 
assumptions about the utopian promise of technology at the same time that it affirms 
these working-class farmhands’ now effortless incorporation of it. Part of what one might 
find funny about the gag is that it shows that a farm might unexpectedly be like a factory. 
It is not until the food travels down the chute to the pigs that the filmmakers reveal they 
set The Scarecrow on a farm. Technology affects the poor and the rural, too, even if it 
does not eliminate income gaps. They still have to trick the gas company into thinking 
they have paid (fig. 3.19).  
The bookends of the sequence, the photo of Seely that marks her absence and the 
sign asking “What is Home without a Mother,” point toward Miller’s comic technique of 
voicelessness. In certain senses, slapstick in the 1920s was well suited for this brand of 
feminist humor precisely and ironically because the successful female comics and action 
stars in the mid and late 1910s encountered difficulties translating those past successes 
into the early 1920s. For instance, slapstick star Marie Dressler did not make many 
movies in the 1920s, returning in the 1930s.53  
Part of the explanation for this rough pattern can be chalked up to personal 
struggles, the vagaries of stardom and the unpredictable nature of the film industry, but 
not all. My hypothesis would be that a meaningful part of the explanation would also 
include how the female daredevils and the female comics most likely fought a post-
World War I backlash against the gains women had made in the workplace and at the 
ballot box, and that this backlash manifested itself, in part, as a fatigue with movies about 
risk-taking women. (Being funny requires taking risks.) Numerous actresses from the 
1910s saw the writing on the wall and retired. Texas Guinan retired from the movies in 
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1921 and opened a famous speakeasy in prohibition New York City.54 The stunt driver 
and comedic actress Anita King retired in 1919. Others like Cleo Madison, Helen Gibson 
and Nell Shipman suffered through the failure of their personal production companies 
before hanging up their spurs.  
Such a pattern reinforces the art historian Benjamin Buchloh’s notion of a 
reactionary politics in the arts after World War I and extends his claim to mass culture. 
Buchloh argued that artists with fascist leanings explicitly promoted representational art 
and its roots in antiquity. For Buchloh, these promotions pushed all of the arts toward 
more conservative politics and representational techniques. His examples include Pablo 
Picasso’s abandonment of Cubism for line drawing and Gino Severini’s casting off of 
Futurism for paintings of maternity.55 Mass culture’s relationship to representation and 
history was not any less charged. Although many female actors did make the transition 
into the 1920s, the larger trend, initially pioneered by D.W. Griffith, Mary Pickford and 
Lillian Gish, toward a more deferential, less threatening, femininity dominated in the 
early 1920s. Film historian Sara Ross’s article on flapper comics outlines how movies in 
the early twenties used comedy to make assertive expressions of female sexuality more 
palatable to conservative audiences; her article also traces how female comics could 
counter the tone of the comedy with their performances. Ross argues that “flapper 
comedies … often adopted the strategy of poking fun at the foibles of the younger set 
while at the same time exploiting them for box office punch.” She points to earlier 
comedies with feminist characters as an antecedent, quoting from an advertisement for 
Oh, You Women (1919) that made “fun of the feminine foibles of today—fighting with 
ridicule the employers who won’t give back the jobs to the soldiers.”56 Stars like Colleen 
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Moore could complicate the politics of this comic structure through her virtuosic physical 
performances that mixed the youth and liveliness of the flapper with the enthusiasm and 
innocence of slapstick. Moore’s performances can be seen as either blunting the sexuality 
of the flapper or as using comedy to smuggle that sexuality past unsuspecting audiences. 
In either approach, doubts about the advances of women in the 1910s and 1920s—rather 
than an aggressive critique of the absurd logic of antisuffragists—shaped the boundaries 
of these comic performance. 
In affirming Buchloh’s insight about the relation between visual culture and 
politics in the 1920s, I do not want to affirm his idea that there was a stylistic return to 
order. I have two main objections to Buchloh’s language, which I think contains a poorly 
worded if good idea.57 First, it implies that Cubism, or, for that matter, early slapstick, did 
not have its own internal order and set of rules. In other words, the return to order is 
better seen not as a return to order per se, but as a return to a specific type of order. 
Second, it fails to foreground the danger of any return to classicism, which is not the 
imposition of order where there previously was none, but, as Auerbach wrote, “the 
tendency to accept antiquity as an absolute model and to neglect everything pertaining to 
the intervening centuries.” Auerbach goes on to say, that this threatens “to expel 
historical perspective from men’s consciousness….”58   
Part of Buchloh’s reason for not forcefully addressing neoclassicism’s tendency to 
ignore centuries of history comes from his attempt to honor modernity’s seeming 
rejection of tradition. Yet this leads to another problem with wording: the equating of 
“the rediscovery of history” with “the return to order.”59 Such an equivalence 
misrepresents the dangers of neo-classicism. Buchloh later in the article fine tunes his 
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wording. No longer is it merely a “rediscovery of history” that serves “authoritarian 
purposes,” but a denial of “the dynamic flux of social life and history.”60 Yet, Buchloh’s 
recognition that a “static history” and not history itself is at the core of the problem 
remains a point of slippage and comes at the expense of the comic, which, for him, 
signals a melancholic acceptance of the status quo.61 Without a doubt, there are examples 
of humor that stink of melancholy and acquiescence to power. However, the comic is not 
an effective straw man that allows Buchloh to avoid the inadequacies of occasionally 
defining modernism as an artistic rejection of history and tradition. What distinguishes 
modernism from neo-classicism is not a rejection of history, but a historically grounded 
embrace of how realism connects with lived experience. Modernism recognized, among 
other things, that the cultural relationship to chance and order had changed, and it reacted 
to this, not by treating history as a teleological cycle that reclaims past glory (as neo-
classicism does) but by representing this change in complex and conflicted critiques. 
These critiques often relied on the vernacular, concrete vulgarity of the comic, a genre 
that has its own dynamic history that it often consciously acknowledges. Slapstick’s 
modernity, its anti-classicism, so-to-speak, its insistence on the existence of alternative 
orders, remained and remains particularly important in film history because different 
narrative structures emerged from different genres and practices around the same time. 
These structures acknowledged and commented on one another. In other words, there is a 
strain of Classical Hollywood that is anti-classical—that breaks from traditional 
inasmuch as it acknowledges significant shifts in the reality of everyday experience and 
the need for stylistic innovations to represent those shifts.  
Returning to the first half of The Scarecrow, women are absent from both the 
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diagetic domestic space and the filmmaking space, and it poses the question: can the 
techniques of suffragist humor be used by men to expose themselves as silly (and 
scientific management as potentially idiotic), even when they are the authors and actors? 
In one way, the question is too easily answered. Keaton’s life work had been making a 
fool of himself, and Roberts, too. Yet, this sequence in The Scarecrow is very different 
than The Electric House, another short co-directed by Keaton about the domestic sphere. 
In The Electric House, the modernization of an upper-class home goes horribly wrong in 
a way that suggests that electricity and the men who install it do not belong in the home. 
In The Scarecrow, the modernization seems to run smoothly. Perhaps, it seems to 
suggest, there is a place for men in the kitchen. To put it another way, instead of having a 
narrative structure, like Griffith’s or DeMille’s that insists on fixed gender roles, 
slapstick’s categorically different narrative structure allows for flexible gender roles. It 
lets Keaton and Roberts be co-masters of their domestic space. 
The suffragist movement had many answers to the question of whether men 
belong in the kitchen, and its answers typically depended on the context of the question 
and which branch of the movement responded. On one hand, suffragists fought the notion 
that a woman’s place was the kitchen, at the exclusion of the ballot booth. Men certainly 
belonged in the kitchen if that meant women could go vote. On the other hand, 
suffragists, especially less radical strands of the movement, carefully maintained public 
personas that included the domestic sphere. As the historian Sarah J. Moore documents, 
suffragists organized pageants that highlighted the feminine beauty and homemaking 
expertise of suffragists. Moore describes the moment as “enlisting beauty… to the service 
of their political agenda,” and she mentions an article from 1912 entitled “The Feminine 
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Charms of the Woman Militant: The Personal Attractiveness and Housewifely 
Attainments of the Leaders of the Equal Suffrage Movement.”62 Men were not welcome 
in the kitchen if they were there to show women up. 
The Scarecrow carefully walks this line. Roberts and Keaton perform a beautiful 
domestic pas de deux. Yet, there is a certain extravagant waste nestled in their efficiency. 
Their system necessarily litters the floor with a few food scraps. Water drips down the 
wall when they spray the dishes affixed to the table with a hose. And then there is the 
unnecessary piano and faux flowers that both seem to be for show, and a chute for scraps 
when a bucket might do. One pursues efficient processes often at the cost of quality. The 
piano and the faux flowers are merely lipstick on a pig. Similar jokes about the Model-
T’s flimsy construction flourished in slapstick film.63 The Scarecrow even has one in its 
last sequence. Keaton, however, reaches beyond this burlesquing of the performance of 
efficiency.64 The Scarecrow takes the idea of an efficient kitchen to its logical extreme, 
displaying the silliness of a logic that does not ground itself in experience. Keaton creates 
a moving picture that is the visual parallel to Miller’s exposing of political rhetoric or the 
verbal play of the Marx brothers: logic on its own is nonsense. Without primitive notions 
or the acknowledgement of history and culture, logic bounces around aimlessly, an 
uprooted rhetorical device. Such a critique does not indict logic itself, but a neo-classical 
use of logic to pretend away history, culture, circumstances and other shared, grounding 
assumptions. Keaton and Roberts’ kitchen is only a kitchen if one does not care about 
what we all understand a kitchen to be: relatively clean, somewhat flexible in its ability to 
accommodate others, and forgiving of less than virtuosic performances. The butt of the 
gag is the blind commitment to a system or process—in this case, scientific 
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management—that does not allow for changes based on experience. Scientific 
management’s critique of expertise had gone too far.   
The Scarecrow’s tightrope act also suggests that if women can join the public 
sphere without sacrificing their femininity, perhaps men can join the domestic sphere 
without sacrificing their masculinity—making both interruption and housework 
pervasive, rather than gendered, aspects of modernity. Just as female radicals articulated 
the importance of sabotage, male socialists, like Eugene Debs proclaimed that he was 
“glad to align myself with a party that declares for absolute equality between the sexes. 
Anything less than this is … too small for a man who has a right conception of 
manhood.”65 The suffragists rethinking of femininity created space to reimagine 
masculinity. Through the mélange of counter example and performance, The Scarecrow 
demonstrates both the sensible place of interruption and variety (at the level of both 
cinematic style and content) within the domestic sphere and elsewhere, and the 
possibility that men can, and sometimes do, attend to those interruptions and that variety.  
One can glimpse Miller’s techniques in the comic imagination of less published 
women, when they wrote in response to Outlook magazine’s article about scientific 
management in the home. Unlike Miller, these women were not members of the 
Algonquin Round Table. They did not have a newspaper column that could employ 
humor in the fight for suffrage. Instead they used humor more as a minor political tool—
in the sense that they wrote to the editors of Outlook—and as a means of surviving their 
daily and personal struggle for gender equality and respect.66 The women writing to 
Outlook magazine at the very least wanted Guernsey to recognize how little value he has 
placed on the quality of domestic life or the homemaker’s ability to recognize the need 
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for variety and make the most out of interruptions. The critiques of Guernsey run the 
gambit, from criticisms of his far from rigorous science to complaints that he has 
degenerated homemaking into a “mere cold, mechanical accomplishment.”67 Two of the 
letters, however, respond by sketching out the slapstick that would ensue if some family 
actually adopted Guernsey’s system. Here is Ella F. Pell in a letter entitled “Why 
Eliminate the Mother?”, a title that resonates well with the sign in The Scarecrow: 
 
Imagine John home from school demanding cookies and bread and butter beyond the 
allotment, Mary flatly refusing her allotment of beans and demanding extra potatoes, 
Jennie turning her back on the soup service for the day … Then the system of extra 
wages for every extra service; and weighing the laundry! Alack and alas! save us from 
the folly of the uniformed!68 
 
The other letter, written by Mrs. Harry J. Dunham, begins: 
 
For the ordinary family to adopt the plan of standardization would be about as practical 
as coupling a steam locomotive to a baby carriage! … 
 
The analogy of the home to the factory is absurd. In no business are the activities of one 
person so varied, so interrupted, and so dependent upon circumstances as those of a 
housewife.  
 
Shall we turn our homes into factories or hotels for the sake of a few doubtful dollars and 
cents, and thereby lose that indefinable charm of home which springs from its endeavor 
to minister to the varying needs of its members? The idea of having standard-sized 
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containers for serving soup, etc., may look well in print, but it would prove wasteful and 
unsatisfactory. Fancy serving the same quantity to the nervous, dyspeptic father as to his 
sturdy soon of eighteen fresh from a football game! … 69 
 
These women conjured their own slapstick, with its misbehaving children, absurd 
mechanical devices, and dyspeptic dads, to make their point. They did not need 
filmmakers to see the humor in the over-systematization of the home. Keaton continued 
to spin stories out of this cultural issue, making it a vital gag not just in The Scarecrow 
and The Electric House. Indeed, it was central to his first short, One Week, which took on 
modernist architecture and its utopian leanings.70 Chaplin often ran with this gag in 
another direction, exposing the over-systematization, one could even say the over-
industrialization, of industry. In Modern Times (1936) he brings the domestic sphere into 
the factory with the feeding machine (fig. 3.20), a gag that portends the imminent fall of 
scientific management, in part, because of its inability to help factories become more 
varied and adaptable.71  
Keaton, Ella F. Pell, Chaplin, and Mrs. Harry J. Dunham also value the realism 
that interruptions provide. The industrialized one-room house only occupies about five 
minutes of The Scarecrow’s twenty-minute runtime. The movie contains a series of 
interruptions that provide great glimpses into the everyday life of its characters: Keaton’s 
tooth aches, and Roberts and Keaton’s struggle to dislodge it; then they eat breakfast; 
after leaving for work, Roberts comes upon the farmer’s daughter (Sybil Seely) dancing 
to entertain her mother; and Keaton cuddles with the dog after a long chase. Mrs. Harry J. 
Dunham might have put these among “the indefinable charm of home.” Auerbach might 
have described these scenes as vulgar moments of realism. They function as the meat and 
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potatoes of the short, with the plot motivating the final chase sequence.  
 
Exclusion 
The final chase sequence, however, serves as more than mere justification for the 
plot: it unites the theme of exclusion throughout the short. Whether it is who gets to see 
whom dancing or the family dog chasing non-family away, the interruptions come 
together with the final the chase around the question of exclusion created by the home. 
Roberts and Keaton both pine for the love of Seely.72 Seely’s father, played by Joe 
Keaton, wants neither of them to join his family. The final chase sequence climaxes 
around this conflict, with Seely and Buster Keaton stealing a motorcycle in an attempt to 
run off and get married—perhaps the ultimate expression of exclusion and togetherness. 
At the very least, unlike the sense of national belonging that Edward Said critiques at the 
beginning of this section, slapstick does not “obscure its exclusionary nature.” 
If one continues to think with Auerbach’s definition of comedy, exclusion is part 
of that understanding of the comic at the level of content and form. As the philosopher 
Henri Bergson points out, comedy remains social and group-oriented.73 However 
common it may be, comedy excludes, undeniably. Jokes and gags say something about a 
given culture and time because they are for a specific circle of people. Yet, in its 
willingness to roll up its sleeves and plunge into the muck of existence, the comic deals 
with nearly universal aspects of being. We all shit, fart, fall, fail, bleed, and die, just to 
name a few of the comic’s favorite motifs. And we all exclude others. In this sense, 
comedy can (but does not always) deny itself the luxury of the moral high ground. 
Slapstick’s honest assessment of itself was not an attempt at exoneration. Just as 
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admitting we all die does not lead to immortality, admitting we all exclude does not 
create inclusion. Instead, slapstick said something plainer: We exclude. Perhaps we 
always have. Perhaps we always will. But if this is not a solution, what is the use of such 
honesty? 
The typical flanking move for this downbeat and unwavering depiction of life 
calls on the transcendental power of religion, whether it takes on the trappings of 
traditional religion or calls on the faith one might have in the secular state or in science 
and reason. This appeal to transcendence, to a higher power, is almost always also 
exclusionary. As Auerbach points out, religion elevates the lowly but is tyrannical, with a 
claim to truth that “excludes all other claims.” Arendt and Said have extended 
Auerbach’s point: the state is no different. In creating a narrative of identity and 
inclusion, it necessarily excludes.74  
I do not wish here to deny the potential benefits of transcendental lines of thought, 
transcendental scholarly approaches or transcendental ways of living one’s life. Instead, I 
merely would like to demonstrate that slapstick looks down, rather than up, and that it 
shares this downward look, and the realization that exclusion begets itself, with Arendt 
and Said.75 
It should be noted that Arendt sometimes uses theological language to describe 
the political.76 Yet, she acknowledges the everyday plight of Palestinians in a 
straightforward manner that displays all the virtues of vulgarity. She gives an honest 
accounting of who we are as a civilization and what we sow with exclusion.77 She writes:  
 
After the war it turned out that the Jewish question, which was considered the only 
insoluble one, was indeed solved—namely, by means of a colonized and then conquered 
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territory—but this solved neither the problem of the minorities nor the stateless. On the 
contrary, like virtually all other events of our century, the solution of the Jewish question 
merely produced a new category of refugees, the Arabs, thereby increasing the number of 
the stateless and rightless by another 700,000 to 800,000 people.78  
 
Exclusion begets itself. Just as, after Said, the “organicism of national belonging… 
obscures” such exclusion, the organicism of narrative closure does the same. The 
tendency for narrative to hermetically wrap up loose ends reinforces the obfuscation of 
exclusion.  
Twisting what home could be through (non)narrative techniques became part of 
the project of slapstick. Nonnarrative techniques not only create linkages between labor 
stoppages and homemaking, but they reinforce an even broader conjuring of the vulgar 
and vernacular aspects of everyday life. Chaplin’s rejection of home can be productively 
seen in this light. The homelessness of The Tramp implies a radical oscillation between 
inclusion and exclusion: sometimes everywhere was home, sometimes nowhere was 
home. His accompanying inclusive sense of humor, which spared no one from his biting 
wit, often reads as mean-spirited and lacking in self-deprecation today.79 Yet in the 1910s 
and 1920s, audiences thrilled to a Tramp whose vision of a homeless world held up the 
hope of destroying well-established systems of privilege and exclusion—if only for a 
fantastical moment.80 I will revisit this aspect of Chaplin’s work, and compare it to 
Keaton’s approach to home, in the second section of this chapter, especially in regards to 
their takes on marriage. They both often end their features by starting families. By 
analyzing examples of these endings, one can get a sense of their different styles of 
vernacular realism and its relation to narrative closure and utopian, inclusive visions of 
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home.  
The High Sign illustrates Keaton’s recognition and creative framing of the 
problem of inclusion. The two-reeler presents Keaton at the interstices of a conflict of 
inclusion that cannot be resolved. Introduced as a man “from Nowhere—[who] wasn’t 
going Anywhere and got kicked off Somewhere,” Keaton takes a job at a shooting gallery 
run by Tiny Tim (Ingram B. Pickett). In his capacity as sharp shooter at the fairgrounds, 
Keaton manages to be hired as the bodyguard to August Nickelnurser.81 Shortly 
afterward, Tiny Tim, ignorant of Keaton’s second job, inducts him into The Blinking 
Buzzards, “a band of bandits.” Tim instructs Keaton to kill Mr. Nickelnurser to prove his 
worthiness. Keaton, charged with protecting the man he is supposed to kill, finds himself 
between a violent leftist attentat and a stingy hoarder.  
Keaton initially attempts to please everyone by faking August Nickelnurser’s 
death, a bit of creative non-destruction. The Buzzards uncover the ruse and chase Keaton 
all over the house in a lovely set piece that upends the way one thinks about how rooms 
can be connected (fig. 3.9). They climb through floors and dive through walls, bouncing 
around and even closing and locking a door despite a Buzzard’s head poking through 
(fig. 3.21). In this cartoonish destruction and reimagining of the home, there is a joyful 
energy and bloodless carnage that prolongs a fleeting sense of no one belonging.82 Yet, 
nearly every slapstick chase has an ending, and The High Sign is no exception. Keaton 
thins the ranks of The Buzzards by merely pushing people out of the house. The act of 
exclusion from the house seems to keep them from rejoining the chase. Eventually only 
Tiny Tim and Keaton are left. Tiny Tim threatens Nickelnurser’s daughter (Bartine 
Burkett), and Keaton opens a trapdoor sending Tiny down to the basement. While 
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Burkett embraces Keaton, Keaton makes “the high sign” of The Blinking Blizzards in 
case Tiny looks up at him from the basement (fig. 3.22). Keaton tries, even in the face of 
impossibility, to belong to both. The ridiculousness of the ending—that a violent man 
with a gun has been vanquished by a trap door or appeased by a secret sign—has the 
potential to challenge audiences to think creatively about the problems of the home and 
the exclusion and violence it engenders. For a more detailed discussion of endings, see 
chapter four. 
Suffrage remains an important historical context for this discussion of slapstick 
and exclusion. Although solutions to exclusion generally beget more exclusion, there are 
moments and times where inclusion can be granted with a minimum of damage. The 19th 
Amendment only excluded people who wanted to live in a world where women do not 
vote. They suffered very little considering the systematic structures that remained in 
place and that were actively added to keep women out of power.83 By taking aim at the 
powerful and rallying for inclusion into a system with ample space for such inclusion, 
suffrage and its use of the comic did not perpetuate a cycle of violence and exclusion as 
much as it chipped away at the institutional framework of patriarchy. This is perhaps the 
politics of humor at its best: a comedy that uses realism to frame the problem as starkly 
as possible in order to erode systems of exclusion.84 Once one gives voice to the cycle of 
exclusion, one can clamor at the walls of silence erected around it. That spectacle of 
noise helps crack those walls, which too often allow the privileged to live without facing 
the everyday realities of the world. As the women and man writing into Outlook pointed 
out, that spectacle of noise also helps make the grinding repetition of life, with its daily 
exclusions, bearable. 
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With Chaplin drastically reducing his motion picture production in the 1920s, 
Keaton periodically adopted aspects of The Tramp’s radical homelessness.85 One Week, 
Keaton’s first short, ends with him and his wife conflicted, yet relieved at the destruction 
of their home by a train (fig. 3.23 and 3.24). Perhaps the most iconic image of Keaton 
involves him standing unscathed in front of a house’s falling façade in Steamboat Bill, 
Jr., a gag first done, on a smaller scale, in One Week.  
Keaton bent the rules of home most often through accidental, small-scale events. 
Homelessness was not part of the definition of his character, rather creative destruction 
and the rethinking of the home was part of his improvisational, and often failed, solutions 
to the disasters and predicaments he found himself in. Our Hospitality, a feature that will 
serve as the central example for the next section, turns on the contradiction at the heart of 
the home. The father (Joe Roberts) and brothers (Craig Ward and Ralph Bushman) of the 
woman Keaton wants to marry (Natalie Talmadge) offer Keaton hospitality when he is 
inside their home, but the moment he steps outside, they try to kill him. Keaton’s 
character is both a carpetbagger and a McKay, and Talmadge and her family are 
Canfields. The plot riffs on the historic feud between the Hatfields and McCoys. The 
home Keaton and Talmadge want to create challenges that feud and its unending 
exclusions. Slapstick’s direct engagement with “the entire matrix of meaning we 
associate with ‘home,’ belonging and community” will only become more pronounced as 
we turn to its willingness to burlesque Hollywood narratives that blatantly ignored the 
role of exclusion.86 
 
Burlesquing Narrative 
“He longed for the land of baseball and burlesque, big steaks and cigars, cowboys and rodeos, strikes and 
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picket lines, to see the Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains, the America which was his home.” 
– Elizabeth Gurley Flynn on “Big Bill” Haywood’s exile in the Soviet Union 
 
In a December 10, 1923 article entitled, “Buster Burlesque: ‘Our Hospitality’ 
Shows Keaton Cleverness,” film critic Grace Kingsley raves about Keaton’s new seven-
reeler, writing: “But, oh boy, the thrills: That edge-of-the-waterfalls stuff may be a 
delicate kidding of Griffith in “Way Down East,” but it surely makes your hair stand on 
end. Buster must have taken big chances.”87 Our Hospitality imitated the final sequences 
of Way Down East, with Willie McKay (Buster Keaton) saving Virginia Canfield 
(Natalie Talmadge) from falling over a waterfall to her death. As Kingsley suggests, 
Keaton’s rescue of Talmadge is much like David Bartlett (Richard Barthelmess) saving 
Anna Moore (Lillian Gish) in Way Down East, except it is more thrilling in the chances it 
takes. Kingsley presents us with a variation on the typical meaning of burlesque—it is an 
imitation, and perhaps, also, a parody, but it is strangely without the grotesque and lewd 
exaggeration usually seen in burlesque. Instead, its “exaggerations” make it more 
suspenseful and viscerally engaging. 
Kingsley’s careful description of the tone of Keaton’s burlesque dovetails with 
Keaton’s own language. Keaton and his colleagues took drama very seriously. Here he is 
describing one of the biggest problems they encountered in the making of The Navigator: 
 
[Donald Crisp] was strictly from the D.W. Griffith school, a topnotch dramatic man—he 
had just made one of the best pictures for Paramount that year called The Goose Woman. 
But when he joined us, he turned into a gag man. He wasn’t interested in the dramatic 
scenes, he was only interested in the comedy scenes with me. Well, that we didn’t want. 
	 184	
But we did manage to pull through the picture all right.88 
 
In other interviews, Keaton makes it clear that although the Keystone Cops wowed him, 
it was narrative filmmaking that won him over. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation made him 
into “a picture fan.”89 Keaton had a profound respect for dramatic storytelling, and 
Kingsley’s eye caught that in Our Hospitality.90 What, then, does Our Hospitality 
burlesque? 
There might be a hint in Studs Terkel’s interview with Keaton from 1960. About 
two-thirds of the way through the interview Terkel gets caught up with an idea Keaton 
threw off. Keaton mentioned in passing that “[y]ou can hit the wrong people with a pie, 
get an audience mad at you.” Terkel responded, “Wow, what do you mean?” Keaton tried 
to get out of explaining further by just restating the rule and how it has been around a 
long time, but Terkel hung on, asking, “Whom don’t you hit with a pie? The girls were 
hit with a pie.” Keaton agreed. “Oh, they don’t mind that at all. I remember a lot of 
people who wanted to hit Lillian Gish so bad because she was always so sweet and 
innocent.” Terkel remains incredulous and so Keaton goes through a number of examples 
of people who should not be hit with a pie, including Ed Sullivan (whom Milton Berle 
had recently hit with a pie, eliciting a lackluster response), “an old lady and a sincere 
character.” Although his last example concerned hitting a female actor, he ends by 
reasserting that, in his opinion, this rule of comedy is not gender specific. What matters is 
whether the female character is a phony. “The same thing,” he claims, “goes with the 
men.”91 If one pieces together Keaton’s line of thinking, Lillian Gish—the star of Way 
Down East—should be hit with a pie because her sweetness and innocence has a tinge of 
the phony.  
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Although Lillian Gish might be the one getting a pie in the face, let’s at least 
apportion the blame fairly. D.W. Griffith helped craft Gish’s innocence and sweetness 
through the construction of his films’ narratives and images. As much as Keaton learned 
from Griffith’s direction and as much as he wanted serious drama in sections of his 
motion pictures, there was a phony-ness to Griffith that Keaton sought to expose through 
his burlesques. Where, precisely, was that phony-ness? 
Considering that some slapstick comedians carefully crafted a vernacular and 
realist representation of modernity through their decisions about shots, edits and narrative 
structure, the most galling phony-ness may have been found in Way Down East’s claims 
to accurately represent the struggles of common people. The very first title at the 
beginning of Way Down East purports that it is “A Simple Story of Plain People.” 
Griffith may have aspired to just that, but his filmmaking techniques reject from the start 
any attempt to ground the images or story in the concrete details of everyday life. This 
refusal can be seen in Way Down East’s approach to intertitles, to representations of 
history, and to representations of physical suffering.  
 
Intertitles and The Elevation of Nowhere 
Griffith’s narrative style leaned heavily on intertitles. Way Down East begins with 
five lengthy intertitles before any moving images appear. The fifth one reads, “Time and 
place—in the story world of make-believe, Characters—nowhere—yet everywhere; 
Incidents—never occurred—yet always happening.” Intertitles like this help describe 
Griffith’s static sense of history: highly moralistic, sweeping in its breadth, epic in its 
churning emotion, yet locked into an unmoving status quo. Events that are “always 
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happening”, like events that “never occurred”, cannot be anything but static in their 
endless repetition.92 In many respects, Griffith encapsulates film history’s Roman period, 
providing, in the words Auerbach used to describe Thucydides, “nothing but 
considerations which are statically aprioristic and ethical in content, on such matters as 
human nature or fate, and which, though it is true that they are sometimes applied to 
specific situations, are of an absolute validity in themselves.” Griffith’s take differs 
slightly in that it is a Roman sense of history filtered through an unbending and highly 
theoretical Christianity. One needs only to turn to the first intertitle to get a sense of the 
stress Griffith puts on words like “thought” and “ideal”: “Since the beginning of time 
man has been polygamous—even the saints of Biblical history—but the Son of man gave 
a new thought, and the world is growing nearer the true ideal. He gave One Man for One 
Woman.” Monogamy remains an unwavering and morally proper aspiration, just as, 
according to Griffith, one must constantly fight off the pull of “polygamy.” Griffith 
reiterates this point with intertitles trumpeting man’s “constancy” and the unattained 
“theory” of “ONE CONSTANT MATE”. He understands marriage, as well as the 
civilization it stands in for, as fossilized goals—as points toward which proper white 
male Christians set their compasses only to weather or be pulled apart by corrupted 
emotions, weak morals or cruel fate.   
A year after the release of Way Down East, Keaton burlesqued Griffith’s 
overwrought opening intertitles in his two-reeler The High Sign, which opens with these 
lines: “Our Hero came from Nowhere—he wasn’t going Anywhere and got kicked off 
Somewhere.”93 Keaton’s use of “nowhere” smacks of concrete social and economic 
signification. His nowhere is not the nowhere of thought or part of an ideal, but the 
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nowhere of poverty. His “anywhere” conjures limited prospects, with Keaton’s character 
cobbling together a job at the fairgrounds by stealing a newspaper and lying about his 
sharp-shooting abilities. Keaton’s detailed-oriented use of those two words holds none of 
the privilege that Griffith gives the dichotomy of “nowhere—yet everywhere”, and his 
“Somewhere” continues his rejection of the highfalutin dichotomies of the epic and the 
theoretical. “Somewhere” is a place. It is a random place, in the sense that the audience 
sees Keaton’s character get kicked off a train into an individualized, yet nondescript 
town. Yet, this chance quality makes it no less real. It contains fruit stands and merry-go-
rounds. Perhaps most important to its tangible sense of place, “somewhere” lacks any 
symbolic or patriotic meaning. Unlike Way Down East, which ends its introductory 
intertitles by stating, “Let us suppose a remote village in New England”, The High Sign 
finds concrete reality in its lack of geographic particularity. Keaton’s “somewhere” 
stands outside of the shadow cast by legendary histories, Puritan founding myths, and 
early American literature. His does not suppose his somewhere; he lands there, 
unceremoniously. Keaton’s characters, whether rich or poor, often see the world from the 
practical perspective of new arrivals looking merely to fit in and find opportunity. 
Keaton’s “somewhere” inhabits its own unremarkable-ness. Quests for redemption and 
villages on a hill could hardly be further away.  
 
Teaching History through Technology 
This is not to say that Keaton rejected historical detail; on the contrary, reviews of 
Our Hospitality proclaimed Keaton’s historical accuracy and its comic and educational 
effects. In a Los Angeles Times article entitled “Discovers Humor in History: Buster 
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Keaton Believes in Dressing Facts in Cloak of Antic Fantasy,” Keaton is quoted as 
saying that with Our Hospitality he has “tried to do something that would be educational, 
without losing anything in the matter of laughs.” The reviewer takes this notion further, 
writing: “Buster has not treated history with reverence; he does not think history treated 
that way is worth its salt. What he has aimed to do is to make 1830 live again on the 
screen, and to make it live in an atmosphere of roaring laughter.”94 Keaton went so far to 
as to claim that a scene in Our Hospitality drew on a historical print, which, as film critic 
Imogen Sara Smith speculates, may have been intended to poke fun at Griffith who often 
widely advertised “the historical research that went into his films.”95 Although Keaton’s 
only prior co-directed feature, Three Ages, playfully centered on the universality of love 
across historical periods, it did so on the grounds that, in the words of the opening 
intertitle: “If you let your mind wander back through History you will find that the only 
thing that has not changed since the World began is—Love.” With Our Hospitality, 
Keaton sought to show the instability and unpredictability of history by focusing on 
1830s technology. Reviewers responded well to this tack, dedicating the plurality of their 
reviews to Keaton’s historically accurate depiction of train travel and bicycling. As Grace 
Kinsley puts it: 
 
“That train on which the hero and heroine journey to the South from New York is one 
wild wow in all its meanderings. And the fun of it is, it isn’t such a burlesque after all. 
 
They really did hitch those little jerk-water engines to stage coaches in those days, and it 
is just enough exaggerated to be wildly funny.”96  
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The visual exaggerations bend the railroad tracks in all sorts of unexpected ways. 
Keaton recreated Robert Stephenson’s very early steam engine, The Rocket. The press 
reported it to be an exact duplicate.97 The herky-jerky start of the train draws laughs and 
an accurate picture of locomotion at the time. It also kicks off a sequence of interrupted 
motions and bent lines. The iron rails flex and sag, throwing passengers out of their seats 
and burying Keaton’s face halfway into his top hat (fig. 3.25 and 3.26). Amidst a forest, 
the tracks climb abruptly over a fallen tree trunk, as if early train technology bent to the 
environment more than it bent the environment (fig. 3.27). Keaton highlights the 
impermanence of this brand-new machine at every corner. As Kingsley notes, at one 
point, “A jackass gets on the track and won’t move, so the engineer moves the track.”98 
The engineer (Joe Keaton) and the conductor (Jack Duffy) merely tugs on the tracks and 
they slide over toward him and away from the jackass (fig. 3.28). More than that, tracks 
are not necessarily followed. Toward the end of the journey, the train rolls along on a dirt 
road adjacent to the tracks, the passengers startled to find they are no longer on the tracks 
(fig. 3.29). Nor do passenger cars necessarily follow engines. The passengers reach their 
destination before the engine, due to a mishap with a railroad switch. Racing to catch up, 
The Rocket crashes into the rest of the train (fig 3.30). History seen through the lens of 
early railroad technology appears profoundly contingent. Despite the seeming teleology 
of iron railroad tracks, they surprisingly bend, warp, allow trains to peacefully jump off 
course and facilitate the reversing of general locomotive order.  
These meanderings read both as a narrative comment on the nature of history and 
as a formal, compositional play with linear motion. Keaton gives his audience a history 
seen through the lens of technology. Time may move forward relentlessly, but this 
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history resembles a series of bent lines and crashes much more than a neatly packaged 
lesson. Keaton’s technology-inflected take on history seeks to make the past bumbling, 
strange and comic in order to demonstrate how it changes unexpectedly. Even when it 
seems de rigueur, one thing does not follow another.  
 
Stationary Motion and Suffering 
In the comparison between Our Hospitality and Way Down East, one can also see 
how Keaton’s use of dynamic linear motion contrasts with Griffith’s stationary motion. 
These two approaches to motion clash with each other in a way that accentuates the 
difference between a more concrete, embodied metaphor and an essentializing one.99 One 
might describe it as the disparity between the sundry, visceral action of hitting the ground 
and the unchanging symbol of the fallen woman.  
The phrase “stationary motion” contradicts itself. However, I do not mean 
stationary in the sense of unmoving, but stationary in the sense of moving while in the 
same place.100 Rather, stationary motion suggests a bounded-ness that visualizes the 
structures and themes of the status quo. One of the best examples of stationary motion 
from Way Down East involves the casting out of Anna Moore, Lillian Gish’s character. 
After the death of her child, Moore finds work in the home of Squire Bartlett (Burr 
McIntosh). When he discovers that she had a child out of wedlock, he throws her out of 
his house. Bartlett banishes her with a strong horizontal thrust of his arm. His finger 
extends to the edge of the frame. His right arm stretches out parallel to the ground. The 
whole family has lined up on the other side of the table, and the table edge, the backs of 
the foregrounded chairs, and the distinct line created by the edge of the carpet all help 
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direct Moore out (fig. 3.31). Although this example of static motion contains movement 
across the frame, it is still strictly controlled movement within a set sphere. It creates 
more than a foundation for legibility. These lines do not represent expectations that can 
be upended. They rigorously demarcate what happens and what is possible. They 
reinforce Moore’s fallen-ness, a quality the movie aggressively genders. Although, in the 
sequence where she is cast out of Squire Bartlett’s home, Moore stands up for herself, she 
ultimately can only find physical salvation and moral redemption through a man. Despite 
her incisive critique of patriarchy, Gish’s performance remains moored to the story, and 
Griffith’s plotting requires her to end her rational argumentation with a descent into 
hysteria. She runs into a snowstorm, so that it can be Richard Barthelmess’s character 
who saves her from plunging over the edge of an icy waterfall.  
The waterfall sequence in Way Down East demonstrates the weaknesses of 
filming a thrilling action sequence within the stylistic expectations of stationary motion. 
When the action scene gets going, the flow of the river and Barthelmess’s pursuit of Gish 
across the screen make it impossible for Way Down East to keep to its style of contained 
motion. Instead of harnessing the dynamic linear action of the river across the frame, 
Griffith jumbles it. He loses its organization and formality. Griffith occasionally 
composes the shot of the river so that the water rushes from the top of the frame to the 
bottom. This matches well with the symbolism of stationary motion: the waterfall is a 
downward path, a path, it seems, of sin. However, such shots hardly recur enough to 
establish a visual pattern and theme. In numerous other shots the water flows from left to 
right, in still others from right to left. Sometimes it does not even move at all. Griffith 
fails to visually organize the flow of the river within the full sequence and its edits. 
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Although he can give meaning to the idea of the waterfall, he struggles to control what 
the dynamic, linear action of the flowing river signifies. Most shots of the ice floe add to 
neither the suspense nor the symbolism. The over-determined role of fate and morality 
seem to preclude the action sequence from fiddling with cause-and-effect or nuancing the 
role of prediction. In a world of Griffith’s creation, the expectation that Anna Moore must 
suffer remains so great that Griffith either sees no point in creating visual patterns of 
motion or fails to see that such an opportunity exists.  
Our Hospitality’s more rigorous and robust engagement with the concrete visual 
realities of seeing motion is a vital part of what makes its action sequence more thrilling, 
despite its roots in burlesque. Such thrills emerge directly from the movie’s unwillingness 
to freight itself with the ideals of Womanhood. Instead, its self-deprecating sense of 
humor provides meaningful insights into how linear motion portrays suffering as part of 
everyday life. The suffering of the basic gags of slapstick comedy, for instance, hitting 
the ground, accounts for one type of common suffering in a way that leaves room for the 
everyday pains of failure and growth. The suffering of the fallen woman, however, is a 
historically inherited and culturally imposed suffering, so profoundly burdened with the 
ideals of womanhood and the privileges of patriarchy that even Gish’s brave telling-off 
cannot break the narrative or visual structures. Slapstick prioritizes revealing the visual 
and narrative structures of this second type of common suffering through the repetition of 
visual patterns that put more of an emphasis on a patriarchal system. Slapstick’s 
willingness to play with expectations increases suspense and places value on the creation 
of all levels of new visual patterns, from “primitive” patterns of seeing motion to 
narrative structures. By representing the ordinary quality of suffering, slapstick managed 
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to change the status quo of film form and of the film industry’s depiction of the causes of 
suffering. 
In contrast to the occasional downward path of the river in Way Down East, the 
river in Our Hospitality sets up a pattern, flowing right to left in every shot but one, 
which differs for good reason.101 The legibility gives the filmmakers ample room to 
upend the established visual pattern and work against the expectations they created. Our 
Hospitality also refuses to see waterfalls as an unequivocal symbol of sin. About half way 
through the movie, the waterfall, given an unexpected injection of water by the removal 
of a dam, hides Keaton from his pursuers—a bit of good luck that he, blinded by the 
sudden appearance of a wall of water, fails to register. The overwhelming quality of the 
river remains its consistent flow from right to left. 
The movie also topples the notion of the damsel in distress. Talmadge’s character 
initially does not need anyone to rescue her. In fact, she boards a rowboat only after she 
sees Keaton helplessly floating down the river (fig. 3.34). She sets out to rescue him. Our 
Hospitality underlines Keaton’s need to be rescued through a sequence of shots of him 
flailing about, attempting to get a purchase on anything (fig. 3.35), at one point he even 
bobs up out of the water with his hands on his sides like an overgrown fish. His suffering 
remains very particular. He needs Talmadge’s help because he is adrift in a river. There is 
no gendered moral symbolism.  
By sheer luck Keaton manages to save himself from tumbling over the falls. He 
ends up tied to a drift log that gets stuck to the edge of the river. When the rapids knock 
Talmadge out of her rowboat and carry her swiftly toward the falls, Keaton swings out on 
his rope to grab her as she falls. He times his swing to meet her fall, like two trapeze 
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artists in the rain. Keaton’s rescue of Talmadge relied on good luck. The accidental 
suffuses the entire sequence, giving precedence to circumstances over fate. The 
counterclockwise parabola traced by the swing of the rope interrupts the steady 
progression of watery, splashing horizontal lines. Although the actors in both movies 
famously performed most of their own stunts, the greater thrill of Our Hospitality that 
Grace Kingsley noted in her review comes from its willingness to establish rules of 
motion and playfully break them and the way that breaking extends to the status quo and 
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Chapter Four:   
Narrative, History, and the Everyday:  
Procedural Knowledge and Patterns of Violence  
 
Introduction 
This chapter will look primarily at four feature-length motion pictures made by 
Buster Keaton and released between 1926 and 1928: The General (1926), College (1927), 
Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928) and The Cameraman (1928). These features differ from his 
earlier production because of their specific narrative focus on procedural memory or 
knowledge. In this sense, they best represent the culmination of slapstick’s efforts to 
build a new narrative structure up from shots and sequences, and, in doing this, to 
interrogate the very nature of narrative—its linearity, legibility and relation to everyday 
life. Everyday life comes through, perhaps most vividly, in the interaction between power 
and helplessness. Procedural memory is one of the rich intersections of power and 
helplessness.  
Especially during the 1910s and 1920s, when motion study and other practices of 
scientific management commented on the manufacturing industry, the service industry, 
and the home, procedural memory was a site of, to borrow terms from Henri Lefebvre, 
“challenge,” “mistrust,” and “ambiguity.”1 One had the most control over one’s own 
performance, in other words, one’s procedural memory or procedural knowledge. Yet, 
because one’s procedural memory regularly became a site of challenge by managers and 
their bosses, there arose a great deal of mistrust, ambiguity, and uncertainty over what 
performing well meant or could mean. The morality of performing well depended 
immensely upon who would benefit and why. Would meeting this challenge with a 
virtuosic performance of the motions of one’s job lead to people being fired? How could 
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we stand together and protect the value of our procedural memory? When it came to film, 
narrative structure had the potential for reinforcing the wrongheaded notion, in the words 
of historian E.P. Thompson, that “‘morality’ is some ‘autonomous region’ of human 
choice and will, arising independently of the historical process.”2 Slapstick’s narrative 
structure used procedural memory and the material, concrete details of history to 
investigate this challenge and the, often destructive, ambiguity it created. Indeed, at the 
center of Keaton’s approach to narrative construction lies a paradox of capitalism and its 
resistance—namely, how capitalism and attempts to forcefully overthrow it replicate the 
same patterns of violence. 
Chapter by chapter, I have argued for the materiality of motion: the historical 
materiality of the technologically-manipulated light that strikes the back of the eye; the 
cultural and historical materiality of the graphic method in popular physics books, the 
science of work and Scientific Management, and the cinematic shot; the historical 
materiality of habits of seeing that, for example, anticipate where an object will be; and 
the historical materiality of the objects in slapstick motion pictures from Stephenson’s 
Rocket in Our Hospitality to the USS Buford in The Navigator. Taken as a whole, they 
make up the visual habits of the 1910s and 1920s, the visual habits of industrial 
capitalism, which include the visual habits of the science of work, middle-class 
managers, homemakers of every class, working-class office and factory workers. These 
visual habits are particularly modern in their near universality, the leveling effect of that 
near universality, and the ways that such leveling was turned against itself and folded into 
the stratification of society.  
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I have built this argument up from the basic units of motion pictures, so that 
slapstick’s combination of shots, edits, and narrative could be understood as a 
constructive process rooted in the shifting materiality of motion and the ever-changing 
aesthetic struggle over the materiality of class. Initially, slapstick motion’s materiality 
resided in performances of rough-and-tumble chaos that contradicted the predictable, 
orderly world of the American Dream, like Keaton’s sequence with his father in The 
Bellboy where Joe Keaton’s hat continues to be knocked off. With the rise of feature-
length narrative, slapstick needed more than bumbling, athletic vaudevillians and 
exaggerated stereotypes to drive people to question the stories that reinforced class 
structures. Slapstick comedians needed to weight their motions with even more of the 
materiality of class in this age of management and industry, and it is in this context that 
procedural knowledge became key to slapstick in the second half of the 1920s.   
The Oxford English Dictionary defines procedural memory as “the part of 
memory that stores knowledge of how to perform actions or procedures, gained by 
repetition or experience.” From the examples given one can see that the hierarchal 
divides that exist in vision science between unconsciously and consciously seeing motion 
also exist in this discussion of memory. The OED quotes from a Scientific American 
article that states: “Mishkin… has proposed different neural circuits for memory, 
including a higher-level corticolimbic circuit for… semantic or cognitive memory, and a 
lower-level corticostriatal circuit of rather more primitive habit memory that is most often 
referred to as procedural memory.”3 Simply put, procedural memory or knowledge refers 
to a task one had to think about when one first learned it—like riding a bike or a better 
instance might be something one may have learned later in life, like perhaps swimming 
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or knitting—but that eventually one no longer has to think about. What it might mean to 
dispute science’s hierarchy of thoughts and actions will be a question for the end of this 
chapter. 
Perhaps the most famous example of procedural knowledge gone wrong comes 
from Modern Times (1936). The factory in Modern Times pushes Chaplin’s Tramp to the 
brink of sanity by the speed with which he must execute his procedural knowledge. The 
overall-clad Tramp works tightening nuts in a gleaming and spacious manufacturing 
facility. As management pushes the conveyor belt on the production line faster and faster, 
the Tramp loses his marbles and runs around tightening every nut he sees. He has lost 
conscious control of his body to the unconscious pull of his procedural knowledge (fig. 
4.1). Chaplin seems to have been future minded when it came to the political impact of 
Modern Times. It was shown during the United Automobile Workers sit-down strike in 
Flint Michigan, about ten-months after its debut in February 1936. The sit-down strike 
was the first major attempt at collective action in nearly two decades to meet with 
success. Chaplin’s fictional feeding machine, among other examples, resonated with a 
union demanding that its members be allowed by GM to talk to one another during 
lunch.4  
The careful folding of procedural knowledge into a plot required years of 
practiced work with shots, sequences, and visual habits. Tracing lines through the action 
of moving bodies, connecting those lines of motion to acts of procedural knowledge, and 
playing with the legibility of those lines became the stylistic foundation that anchored 
these latter features as they reached out for greater coordination between all aspects of the 
filmmaking process. Although they worked up from individual shots, Keaton and his 
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filmmaking team needed conceptual clarity in order to work procedural knowledge up to 
the level of narrative. Not every set of shots can be fashioned into a story about 
procedural knowledge. One needs a promising concept, a kernel that can grow into 
coordinated images and narrative. In the cases under examination, conceptual clarity led 
them to construct plots with visual themes that were more structurally rooted in linearity 
than earlier experiments like Cops and The Navigator. The train tracks in The General, 
the various racecourses (and even the counter at the drug store) in College, the river and 
the wind in Steamboat Bill, Jr., and the filmstrip in The Cameraman are all linearly 
organized objects, rather than settings for linearly organized chases. They are also more 
than that, but, at this moment, it is enough to recognize that they are all linear objects 
upon which one moves over time—whether physically or visually or, often, both.  
At the heart of slapstick’s motivation to achieve this agreement between shots, 
sequences and narratives was a political and aesthetic question: How do you use legibility 
when it is always eventually used against you, and yet you cannot function without it? 
This question rose out of the devastating failures of the labor movement in the wake of 
the First Red Scare and the broken steel and railroad strikes in 1919 and 1922. It also rose 
out of the continued success of classic Hollywood narrative as an aesthetic means to 
rewrite history with very real effects on contemporary American society. It was a 
question both about how slapstick should continue to structure and conceive of 
filmmaking, and a larger question about how to survive the 1920s.  
It may not be possible to accurately represent the completeness of organized 
labor’s defeat in the early 1920s. In addition to deporting Emma Goldman and Alexander 
Berkman, the Wilson Administration also arrested Eugene Debs, the labor organizer and 
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eventual five-time Socialist candidate for President of the United States, in 1918, for 
speaking out against World War I. While the Federal government forcibly muffled these 
voices, the Klu Klux Klan began its take-over of politics in Debs’s home state of Indiana, 
in Oregon, and in numerous other states. The Birth of a Nation may have only helped 
sparked the rebirth of the Klan, with others, like the publicists Elizabeth Tyler and 
Edward Young Clarke, much more directly responsible for the Klan’s growth in the early 
1920s, yet the movie legitimized and lionized the Klan.5 By 1924, state politicians in 
Indiana and elsewhere relied on the Klan’s endorsement to win elected office, while 
Debs, severely weakened by his imprisonment, searched for a sanitarium where he might 
recover. In 1924, he received the Nobel Peace Prize, a European award that meant little to 
an American public that had roundly rejected the League of Nations. Two years later he 
died. Meanwhile, captains of industry continued to systematically dismantle any attempts 
to undermine their power by carefully capitalizing on and often spurring infighting 
among the working-class. A series of race riots, called the Red Summer, erupted across 
the United States in 1919, exposing the racist views of many groups, including some 
labor organizations. The growing reactionary movements against the passage of female 
suffrage and the ratification of 18th amendment prohibiting the production, transportation 
and sale of alcohol, also hemmed in working-class Americans, further dividing them 
along gender and religious lines. 
In the wake of these events, slapstick switched from burlesquing female 
innocence, white male privilege, police brutality, and the forced deportation of legal 
immigrants, and instead focused on rethinking what failure meant, especially by 
examining who gets to fail in a constructive, rather than a damning, way. These new 
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narratives turned more and more toward survival at the narrative level, and survival often 
meant examining and exposing how procedural knowledge was and could be used against 
the working-class, not just to weaken their organizational efforts, but to reduce their pay 
and erode any remaining power they might have.  
Slapstick filmmakers incorporated the theme of procedural knowledge into their 
filmmaking as working illustration of labor and as that same paradoxical object of hard-
earned pride and potential subjugation. Just as they did their own stunts, slapstick stars 
did their own work. Indeed, their stunts and their work were often the same. These 
working illustrations then made up the basic cinematic building blocks of their 
storytelling. Just as good workers took pride in their proficiency and feared that their 
knowledge and their pride could be used against them—for instance, to train replacement 
workers or to raise production quotas to unmanageable and unsafe levels—slapstick 
filmmakers fretted over how the legibility of their narrative structure could be used to 
undermine their basic observations about the nature of life and work in an industrializing 
United States. Laborers would suffer without their proficiencies. Filmmakers could not 
communicate without legibility, and, yet, both of these things were ripe for exploitation. 
There were a wide variety of responses by laborers and by filmmakers. Some dreamed of 
one union for all workers. Other joined exclusive, local brotherhoods of skilled, white, 
male workers.6 Some slapstick filmmakers, like Thomas Ince, attempted to industrialize 
the filmmaking process.7 Others, like Keaton and Chaplin, resisted such industrialization 
and instead crafted motion pictures that used the shared visual patterns of industrial labor 
and slapstick motion to build narratives up from procedural knowledge that interrogated 
both the construction of narrative and the uses of procedural knowledge. In The General, 
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for example, the train lines run both ways, rebuffing any attempt to read the railroad as a 
symbol of unadulterated technological progress. The railroad tracks’ linearity makes it 
possible for the sabotage committed by the Union spies when they take the train north to 
be repeated in the opposite direction when Gray steals the train back. The tracks become 
a place of class and identity confusion and a purveyor of state violence and its resistance. 
By building up from linear objects, Keaton could illustrate how procedural knowledge, 
like railroad engineering, could work against laborers. Linear objects also gave him a 
narrative construction that exposed the patterns of industrial destruction and the 
unpredictable, stochastic chaos that is shot through our world. Such resistance did not 
uncover a new politics writ-large as much as it laid bare the patterns of capitalism and 
tested and presented recognizable, small, everyday ways of avoiding them. 
 
A Strange and Self-Contradictory Engagement with Failure 
Around 1909 the Nashville, Chattanooga and St. Louis Railway published a 
pamphlet entitled The Story of the “General”. The American flag and the Confederate 
flag adorned the upper left corner. The Stars and Stripes is given the position of honor, on 
the viewer’s left. At the crossing of the flagpoles, a red string ties the two flags together. 
In contrast to a briefer version of the same story that appeared in Deeds of Valor: How 
America’s Heroes Won the Medal of Honor, in 1901, the Railway’s version recounts 
events largely from the Confederate perspective with a strong focus on the engine itself. 
On the final page, the pamphlet offers 18” by 25” color lithographs of the General for 
those willing to mail ten cents to Nashville.8 
These historical retellings of the 1862 Great Locomotive Chase belong to a whole 
set of documents that helped set the tone of the semicentennial celebration of the Civil 
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War, from 1910 to 1915—a moment of reunion and reconciliation for the North and the 
South that did little to address slavery, Reconstruction and Jim Crow. On July 4, 1913, 
Woodrow Wilson commemorated the 50th anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg by 
calling the Civil War a “quarrel forgotten.” He did this, the historian David W. Blight 
reminds us, as “the first Southerner elected President since the Civil War.”9 This period 
marked the mainstreaming of the idea of the Lost Cause, a reimagining of the South’s 
fight during the Civil War as a noble, valiant endeavor. The Birth of a Nation’s 1915 
release coincided with this moment of collective memory.10 
Keaton’s adaptation of these 1901 and 1909 retellings of the Great Locomotive 
Chase participated in the culture of the Lost Cause. Like the 1909 pamphlet, Keaton told 
the story mostly from a Confederate perspective. Union flags and Confederate flags fly 
proudly throughout different sections of the film, and the main male characters all wear 
Union and Confederate uniforms at some point, mixing allegiances as they cross borders 
in ways that recall the work of the regional, white healing that the semicentennial was 
intended to carry out.  
Keaton’s retelling grounded itself in historical facts. On April 12, 1862, a civilian 
scout named James J. Andrews took another civilian and twenty Union soldier volunteers 
across Southern lines. They boarded a passenger train. At a meal stop in Big Shanty, 
Georgia, they hijacked the train engine, which was named The General, and the train’s 
first car. They drove it toward Chattanooga, Tennessee, pulling down telegraph lines and 
sabotaging the train tracks along the way. Three men who worked on the stolen train 
pursued them on foot, by handcar and by commandeered train engines. Andrews and his 
team ran out of fuel eighteen miles south of Chattanooga. They abandoned The General, 
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and Confederate forces rounded them up and imprisoned them within a couple weeks. 
That is the story in brief, as it was told in Deeds of Valor and The Story of the “General”. 
Keaton recreates a number of scenes directly from these accounts. Deeds of Valor 
recounts how “the fugitive dropped a car which was taken up and pushed ahead by the 
engine in the rear,” (fig. 4.2) how “[t]he Federals broke out the end of their last box-car, 
and dropped cross-ties on the track, checking slightly the progress of the rebels,” (fig. 4.3 
and 4.4) and how “[a]s a final desperate effort they set fire to their third and last car, and 
as they passed over a long, covered bridge at Oostenuala, uncoupled it and left it in the 
center of the bridge. The Confederates were upon the bridge before the fire had gained 
much headway, and the pursuing engine, dashing through the flame and smoke, drove the 
car before it to the next side-track.”11  
The General follows this sequence in order. The filmmakers played with how 
Keaton’s character handled each obstacle put in his path. For example, one of the cross-
ties meant to slow the pursuers inadvertently knock the last box-car off the tracks, 
baffling Keaton’s character who had momentarily looked away and hence had missed the 
reason for the box-car’s disappearance (fig. 4.5). These moments where the cause-and-
effect remains clear to the audience but confuses the characters continue to populate the 
landscape of feature-length slapstick. Such little inventions do not derail the fidelity of 
the sequence, which hardly varies from the historical account. Instead, Keaton mixes in 
examples of luck into a historic story about virtuosic train piloting. One of the very 
building blocks of slapstick gags—mistaken cause-and-effect and the visual habit of 
tracking objects in motion—temper any desire to interpret the motion pictures merely as 
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a story of individual accomplishment or a teleological history of the war. To do this, 
Keaton introduces a concrete example of chance.  
Deeds of Valor illustrates the attempt to set the covered bridge alight with a print 
(fig. 4.6), which The General adapts into two shots, a much less foreshortened shot of the 
bridge and burning car, which positions the covered bridge close to horizontally across 
the screen, (fig. 4.7) and another shot which is just as foreshortened but is from the 
pursuers angle (fig. 4.8), looking forward toward the growing conflagration. Citing a 
print or lithograph was D.W. Griffith’s preferred claim to historical accuracy. He often 
referenced his accurate recreation of a lithograph in his intertitles and publicity. Keaton 
used this technique—which he burlesqued more openly in Our Hospitality (see chapter 
three)—to parody how Griffith’s claims to historical accuracy fallaciously bolster a belief 
in the teleology of historical progress. Keaton works off of the print in Deeds of Valor, 
but does not slavishly recreate it. For Keaton, history is not inserted into one’s narrative 
through visual recreations alone.  
Among all of this by-the-book, historically accurate filmmaking, a number of 
significant changes become harder to ignore. Perhaps the most evident change is the 
film’s depiction of the Northern raid as a success, and the accompanying fictionalization 
of a second Great Locomotive Chase, this time with Keaton stealing The General back, 
and the Union raiders chasing him in The Texas, the same Western & Atlantic engine 
Keaton’s character had pursued them in the day before. The two chases mirror each other 
nearly perfectly. The chase to the North had run right to left across the screen. The chase 
to the South runs in the opposite direction, left to right. Recapitulating the previous day’s 
events, Keaton’s character, Johnnie Gray, sabotages the tracks and telegraph lines along 
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the way. Why fictionalize a second half of the story that brings the audience and Keaton’s 
character back to where we started? What is the point of this mirroring and reversal, 
besides some neat modernist symmetry that allows visual forms and narratives structures 
to complement each other?  
The mirroring reveals patterns in American life and politics that had been, for 
some, hidden in plain sight. The first, the militarization of the railroad, snuck into the 
title. The General is the name of both a steam engine and a military rank. Throughout the 
film, the General is piloted by a civilian (Keaton), a union officer dressed as a civilian 
(Glen Cavender), a civilian dressed as a union office (Keaton), another civilian dressed as 
herself (Marion Mack), and civilian dressed as a confederate officer (Keaton) who is later 
mustered into the army as an actual soldier. The ease with which the General slips in and 
out of the military can hardly be overstated. Keaton’s foregrounding of the complex 
militarization of the railroad helps expand the movie’s subject from the Civil War to 
labor and state violence in general. 
The doubling of the chase also demonstrates how the state’s appropriation of 
violent labor tactics transforms them into something heroic. There may be no other 
setting than war where a society lauds those destroying property. The context of the Civil 
War turns the Union soldiers’ appropriation of violent techniques of resistance and 
protest by the working class into heroic acts. In any other context, the setting aflame of 
railway cars and covered bridges and the tearing up of railroad tracks would be deemed 
the unlawful destruction of private property. Indeed, during railway strikes in 1877 the 
U.S. military intervened to stop such destruction, killing around a hundred civilians.  
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The neat, modernist symmetry of The General, however, is not merely some 
straightforward polemic meant to expose the hypocrisies of the state. The movie’s 
patterns of violent sabotage, spying and stealing recall a dizzying set of contradictory 
associations, including patriotic Confederate citizens, heroic Union citizens and soldiers, 
the labor tactics of railway workers, and the anti-labor strategies of industry. For 
example, alongside that sabotage runs Keaton’s brilliant performance piloting the train 
engine by himself, usually the job of multiple men. Keaton’s engineering acumen comes 
across as sterling professionalism, patriotic fervor for the Confederacy, and a reference to 
a capitalist strategy for reducing overall wages for railway workers, by reducing the 
number of workers.12 This feverish toggling back and forth between two sides in two 
wars—the Civil War and the labor war—describes a fragmentary, self-contradictory 
America. The uniform changes during the two locomotive chases suggest the mixing of 
allegiances and border crossings that marked the proud, joint marches of Union and 
Confederate veterans during that semicentennial, but they also suggest a great deal of 
confusion about which side one is on. 
 
Which Side Are You On? 
 
Thus labor went into the great war of 1877 against Northern capitalists unsupported by 
the black man, and the black man went his way in the South to strengthen and 
consolidate his power, unsupported by Northern labor. Suppose for a moment that 
Northern labor had stopped the bargain of 1876 and maintained the power of the labor 
vote in the South; and suppose that the Negro with new and dawning consciousness of 
the demands of labor as differentiated from the demands of capitalists, had used his 
vote more specifically for the benefit of white labor, South and North? 
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– W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 193513 
 
The General frames the question of whose side one is on with a gag about the 
draft. Like nearly all Buster Keaton features, The General begins with a failure. Johnnie 
Gray (Buster Keaton) desperately wants to join the Confederate cause, mostly because 
his girlfriend wants him to. Her father and brother have rushed to sign up. Gray, 
motivated by the specter of romance withdrawn, beats them to the draft office, only to be 
rejected. His work as a locomotive engineer is more important, the draft officer tells him. 
He dons a different hat. The draft officer recognizes him. He steals someone’s draft card 
but is caught. Try as he might, he utterly fails to join the Confederate Army. The humor 
of someone failing to join the military might need only the most basic context to be 
funny: the context of an army desperate for men. However, outside of its diagetic 
meaning this gag would have had an immediate second meaning for an audience living in 
the aftermath of World War I.  
President Wilson, eager for the U.S. to lead the world, campaigned for entry into 
WWI. Once he was successful, he instituted a draft and with it passed the Espionage Act 
of 1917, which prohibited interference with military operations and recruitment. Emma 
Goldman, Alexander Berkman, and Eugene Debs were all arrested under this act, which, 
according to a 1919 Supreme Court decision, made it illegal to encourage draft-age men 
to resist military service. The Espionage Act remained very controversial into the 1920s, 
largely because anti-war and anti-interventionist sentiment stayed high throughout the 
early 1920s. Senator “Fighting” Bob La Follette ran for president in 1924 as a third party 
candidate, a Progressive, taking over Teddy Roosevelt’s party. La Follette campaigned 
aggressively against railroad trusts, World War I and the League of Nations. He garnered 
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a remarkable 17% of the popular vote. In 1926 it would have taken youthful ignorance to 
not see Keaton character’s shame at being rejected by the military and his ensuing 
romantic failure in the context of the WWI draft and the Espionage Act.  
The comparison between the WWI draft and the Civil War poses rich and difficult 
questions. Both historical moments featured political administrations that drew on the 
nature, sanctity even, of political union. The Wilson Administration used that patriotic 
appeal to suppress attempts to organize workers. The Civil War’s patriotic appeal has a 
more vaunted history—the emancipation of America’s slaves and the expansion of civil 
rights—yet the Lincoln Administration also suppressed labor activism. The government 
mobilized federal troops to put down a coal strike in Pennsylvania, a railroad strike on the 
Philadelphia and Reading Railroad, and draft riots in New York City.14 If one looks at the 
historiography of the Civil War, the semicentennial also opened an opportunity, however 
troubled and problematic, to re-periodize and re-contextualize the Civil War. Celebrating 
the Civil War meant revisiting questions about the sovereign power of the Union and that 
power’s fraught connection to judicial power, death, and the rights of man.15  
It is not just Du Bois who re-periodizes the Civil War to conclude with the end of 
Reconstruction. It is also Griffith with The Birth of a Nation. That Griffith and Du Bois 
share a timeline gestures toward the complex nature of mass culture. To contrast it with 
some of Hansen’s and King’s articulations of what mass culture can be, the audience here 
is not accidental, not anticipated, and not wholly commercialized. The General was a 
commercial endeavor, but it was not a calculating attempt to appeal to multiple political 
or class demographics; rather, it took on a disputed moment in American history, opening 
it up in productive and troubling ways. Instead, the still emerging form of the feature-
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length film became a site for working out what was already a very public and social 
question: Who were the losers of the Civil War and what did they have in common? 
The limits on how audiences could rethink the losers of the Civil War started for 
film scholar Noël Carroll with Keaton’s bodily knowledge. Keaton’s virtuosic 
performance of procedural tasks conjured nostalgia for the pre-industrial days, Carroll 
argued.16 He is not wrong, but procedural knowledge is the starting point not the limit. 
Procedural knowledge merely opens up the back-and-forth of state and labor violence. 
The General illustrates the conflicting patterns in many ways, including a scene near the 
end of the second chase. Keaton sabotages the tracks, using The General to bend the 
tracks at a railroad switch. The pursuing Union engines stop and the officers inspect, 
dispute and mull over how to proceed. Amongst all of the gesticulating and pontificating, 
two overall-clad engineers awkwardly peer around the Union officers. Once the space 
opens up, one of them decisively fixes the bend with a swing of an axe and a well-placed 
wedge: virtuosic sabotage fixed by an equally virtuosic working-class company man, and 
in a manner that mocks the managers and advances their interests. The General almost 
never presents its audience with plain and uncomplicated examples of virtuosic 
procedural knowledge.  
In 1913, Hermann Schlüter published Lincoln, Labor, and Slavery. Schlüter’s 
treatise and his advocacy—he represented the Socialist Party of the U.S.A. at the 
congress of the Second International in Amsterdam—influenced the most thorough and 
detailed Marxist interpretation of the Civil War, W.E.B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction 
of America from 1935.17  Du Bois took up Schlüter’s Marxists advocacy and turned it 
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into something that shared more with slapstick. Du Bois used Marxism as a means for 
describing and teasing out the patterns of violence in American history.  
Black Reconstruction in America remains one of the fullest grapplings with the 
history of labor in the United States. In the quote above Du Bois considers the Great 
Strikes of 1877 not just as a war, but as the culmination of the Civil War—a war 
ultimately lost not by the South but by a divided working class in both the North and 
South. Du Bois elegantly, persuasively wonders aloud what would have happened if the 
working class had not been so thoroughly divided by region and race. For Du Bois, 
neither the North nor the South was heroic. Although moments of nobility and promise 
popped up, the war ultimately divided the working class even further, tightening the grip 
of wage slavery in the North and incubating the rule of Jim Crow in the South.  
Du Bois argued, that “[t]he real plot of the story” consisted of “the hurt and 
struggle of degraded black millions in their fight for freedom and their attempt to enter 
democracy,” and the “rebuilding [of] a new slavery of the working class in the midst of a 
fateful experiment in democracy.”18 For a variety of reasons, soon after 1935, the 
predominant interpretation of the Civil War turned away from these parallels and toward 
the War as a bourgeois revolution.19 The central fallacy of such a construction is 
identifying the South as the only power and not recognizing, as Du Bois puts it, that two 
powers “clash… and the stronger forces develop the tremendous industrial machine that 
governs us so magnificently and selfishly today.”20  
The General does not tell the history of the Civil War like Du Bois did. Yet, 
Keaton’s representation of The Lost Cause differed greatly from someone like Griffith’s. 
The General portrays an industrializing South rather than a romanticized, antebellum 
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South. Nowhere in The General does one find plantations or agrarian labor. Rather than 
memorialize a South that never quite existed, Keaton gleaned a tale of a mechanized, 
technological South from the historical record. The General enacts this industrialization 
in simple ways. For example, both the Union spies and Keaton’s Johnnie Gray stop to 
tear down fences for firewood, consuming the agrarian landscape to feed the railway 
engine. By telling a story about the industrialization of the South with a set of conflicting 
images of labor, The General extends the periodization of the war. 
By refusing to romanticize the South, also Keaton avoids portraying the white 
supremacist fiction of happy, well-treated slaves. Such depictions had and have 
dominated cinematic depictions of the Civil War.21 However, despite this similarity with 
Du Bois, Keaton did not have anything approximating Du Bois’s understanding of the 
history of race and the South. Keaton’s south is one without black Americans. There are 
only two—porters at the railway station—in the whole film. Like much of the 
memorializing documents that the filmmakers drew from, Keaton and his team privileged 
if not reunion, than the contradictions of capital and labor violence in America, while 
neglecting to mention the role of slavery in the longer history of American labor, civil 
war and violence. Such a neglect is both an accurate reflection of leftist politics’ lack of 
understanding of race and another lost opportunity for class-consciousness in America. 
What Keaton did understand well was the intricacies and ironies of the white 
working class’s machinations with the Wilson Administration. Keaton’s Johnnie Gray 
aptly embodies the South’s “perfect laborer.” Instead of striking by running away to join 
the Union Army, as Du Bois characterized it, and as half-a-million enslaved people did, 
Keaton, in all his whiteness (a whiteness amplified by his own whiting up), accidentally 
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crosses the border, piloting his train into Northern Territory. There, he spies for the South 
and rescues his girlfriend with the equally Confederate name, Annabelle Lee (Marion 
Mack). Once safely home the Confederate General in charge (Frederick Vroom), a 
General Lee look-alike, promotes him to lieutenant in a hilariously impromptu ceremony.  
This moment of parody ambiguously draws on the sentimentality of the Lost 
Cause and of the skilled unions like the Railway Brotherhoods. During the ceremony, 
Keaton proudly dons his new lieutenant’s uniform with its big brass buttons and wide-
brimmed hat. All done up, he sits himself down on the General’s coupling rod—the steel 
bar that links the wheels—the same place he had sat near the beginning of the film, after 
he had been so roundly rejected for not joining the military (fig. 4.9 and 4.10). Keaton’s 
new military appointment plays off the double meaning in the title of the film and 
temporarily folds the railroad into the military once again. It highlights Johnnie Gray’s 
services as the “perfect laborer” underscoring the similarities between the Lost Cause and 
the Railway Brotherhoods. Keaton’s character earned his uniform solely and explicitly 
through his virtuosic piloting of The General back across the Southern lines, with the 
help of Annabelle Lee (Mack). He joined the military through his railway work. The 
movie throws this fact into relief by contrasting Keaton’s perfect railway labor with his 
bumbling, inept performance on the battlefield. In the battle, Keaton misfires canons and 
loses his sword, which repeatedly flies off the hilt. 
The General is unique among Keaton movies for having so little ineptitude 
displayed by Keaton and for having it come so late in the movie. This is largely due to 
the invaluable work procedural knowledge does within the film. It introduces the 
complexity of class-consciousness in the United States and recasts the North as an 
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industrializing force. Both the Lost Cause and the Railway Brotherhoods had risen to 
prominence during the Wilson administration, relying on the exclusive rhetoric of “good, 
reliable, white men” to cozy their causes up to the Federal government. They were tied 
together by a belief that these “good, reliable, white men” from both the North and the 
South would benefit from industrialization. In 1913, for example, a Columbia professor 
named Dudley Miles penned an essay entitled “The Civil War as Unifier.” It claimed that 
the “very easy explanation” to the Union’s newfound bond came down to 
“[e]lectricity…, industry…, and commerce.”22 Working in 1926, Keaton already knew 
that the Railway Brotherhoods gains during the Wilson administration would fall away in 
the 1920s under Republican administrations. During WWI the federal government had 
temporarily nationalized the railways, which expedited changes for which the 
Brotherhoods had long advocated, like the 8-hour day. The Brotherhoods pushed for the 
continued nationalization of the railroads after the war, with legislation called the Plumb 
Plan. It was targeted by J. Edgar Hoover’s Bureau of Investigation and collapsed in 1919. 
The General’s symmetry embraces the resistance to federal power and the “lostness” of 
the Lost Cause in order to foreground the patterns of militarization and nationalization in 
the United States. The state takes over railroads in times of war and reconstruction and 
refuses to nationalize them when laborers are at their most vulnerable.23 Keaton’s 
virtuosic piloting of the train in The General is in itself a new kind of ineptitude—a 
sacrifice of the moral high ground for a gain that will only be taken away once the war 
ends.  
Without apologizing for Keaton’s depiction of an industrializing South virtually 
devoid of black Americans, it is worth wondering whether Du Bois occupied the best 
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position from which one could, in the first third of the 20th century, adequately compare 
slavery to wage slavery. Du Bois’s own experience as a black man in America led him to 
describe his “double consciousness,” his “twoness” that so often put his American-ness in 
conflict with his blackness. There is, according to Du Bois, a special sorrow in being 
black. Du Bois’s twoness gave him an added self-awareness, which helped him envision 
a greater, cross-racial class-consciousness. Du Bois persuasively reconfigures the so-
called emancipation of enslaved people during the Civil War as a strike, as something 
they did and not as something given to them by the federal government. In Black 
Reconstruction, Du Bois re-imagined this moment of class resistance and extend it. What 
if there had been unity in the American working-class in the 1870s? Unity across the 
Mason-Dixon Line and between whites, blacks, and immigrants? Du Bois powerfully and 
with surgical precision articulates what it meant and continues to mean that in the United 
States the political party of the industrialists issued the Emancipation Proclamation. 
Indeed, Du Bois’s reconfiguration of emancipation as a strike tries to remove any 
patriarchal claim to loyalty the Republican party may have exercised over black voters. 
Keaton does not seem to be able to see this possibility. While his limited vision may, in 
part, be attributed to his subject position, it may also be attributed to the year of The 
General, 1926, which was a very different year than the year of Black Reconstruction, 
1936. Regardless, Keaton cannot even imagine a united white, working-class. The 
General ultimately tells the story of industrialization’s victory over both the North and 
the South and the destruction it leaves in its wake.     
If Du Bois helps explain The General after the fact, nuancing one’s understanding 
of the state of labor and its history in the wake of Civil War remembrance, Allan 
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Pinkerton prefigures The General’s settings and actions, finding a participant in the War 
who embodies the North’s hostility to labor. Indeed, there may be no better example of 
the patterns that connect the violence of the Civil War, the railroads, and labor than the 
actions and writings of Allan Pinkerton.  
The Civil War made Pinkerton famous. He commanded the forerunner of the 
Secret Service, foiling an assassination attempt on President Lincoln. After the War, 
Allan Pinkerton founded a private police force, the Pinkerton Detectives. Pinkerton 
farmed out his poorly paid detectives to various bidders, including the U.S. government 
and various U.S. industrialists. They suppressed labor strikes and other forms of popular 
political uprisings. They participated in some of the most violent altercations in the 
history of U.S. labor, including the Homestead Strike and the Ludlow Massacre. In 1878, 
Pinkerton published a book called Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, a 
veritable character list for slapstick comedy, but actually a diatribe against the 
“disgusting” Great Railroad Strike of 1877 and its clear connection, in the eyes of 
Pinkerton, to the Paris Commune. In a strange mirroring of Du Bois, Pinkerton describes 
the Strike as “our great Rebellion,” claiming that “[n]ever before in the history of our 
country had there come such a swift and far-reaching peril.” As if to reinforce that the 
Strike posed a greater danger than the Civil War, and that it was, in fact, the culmination 
of the War, Pinkerton goes on to suggest that the Strike arose precisely because “[m]en in 
the South had become suspicious of men in the North,” and vice versa.24  
Pinkerton litters the book with illustrations of the strikers’ destructive acts. Union 
soldiers capture “one hundred Rioters” amidst the smoke and light of a listing steam 
engine and its toppled cars (fig. 4.11). Federal troops fire on strikers in Pittsburgh (fig. 
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4.12) or into a mob on a street in Baltimore (fig. 4.13). At all turns, Pinkerton attempts to 
show the hopelessness of the strikers’ position, even if it disagrees with the images at 
hand. Under an image of strikers in Pittsburgh firing a cannon onto the Railway’s 
Roundhouse, Pinkerton writes, “Futile attempt of the mob to cannonade the Pittsburgh 
Round-house…” (fig 4.14). Except the image shows the Roundhouse aflame, thick 
smoke billowing to the sky. Photographs of Pittsburgh taken after the strike clearly show 
a Roundhouse burned to the ground. What was futile, and this may be Pinkerton’s point, 
was any hope that a violent strike would change the immediate future. The Pittsburgh 
strikers would soon be bloodily suppressed by Federal troops. Pinkerton’s version of the 
Civil War ends—in the North—the same way Du Bois’s does, with Union troops killing 
strikers with the help of a private police force created by a Civil War spy.  
Among this pattern of violence and repression, one image bears a remarkable 
resemblance to The General. Pinkerton publishes an image of the Lebanon Valley 
Railroad Bridge at Reading, Pennsylvania. Two fires burn on the bridge, as hundreds of 
men watch from the near side. On the far left, the silhouettes of men jumping from a 
freight car and running off the bridge hint at the cause of the fire: sabotage (fig. 4.15). At 
the ending of The General’s second locomotive chase, Keaton starts a fire on a single-
track truss bridge—the same type of bridge attacked in Reading (fig. 4.16). In both 
instances, the act slows down the advance of Union troops and a crowd of people gathers 
on the near bank by the flaming bridge.  
I do not mean to convince you that Keaton and Fred Gabourie opened Strikers, 
Communists, Tramps and Detectives up to page 316 as they planned the shooting of that 
second chase sequence. The fact that The General is the story of Civil War spies and 
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railroad violence could be coincidental to Pinkerton’s work as a Civil War spy and as a 
suppressor of railroad strikes. They could be coincidences because state and labor 
violence were so pervasive and recognizable. These patterns of violence reflected a 
persistent and very real national problem, one that could perhaps only be faced and 
acknowledged by some when presented with a dose of humor.  
The General appealed to wide swaths of people within and across classes, but not 
because the movie accurately represented their political views. They did not have unified 
political views that could be represented. Rather The General carefully engaged with the 
realities that made any type of class-consciousness in America a fractured and self-
contradictory process. This stands in contrast to Rob King’s reading of Dough and 
Dynamite (1914) and other early slapstick films, which sees representations of anarchist 
violence, in a comical attempt to dynamite a bakery, for example, as a calculated attempt 
to reach working class audiences.25 In actuality, anarchist violence met with very little 
approval among working class audiences. Slapstick comedians, particularly Chaplin and 
Keaton, did not approach mass culture as a political or ideological endeavor; instead, they 
strove to represent the practical struggles of life as it is lived. In other words, they 
acknowledged the fractured political nature of the working class, and they contributed to 
a non-ideological working-class consciousness by representing the daily struggles of 
being working class, and, generally speaking, the working class quotidian experience 
eschewed lethal violence without forsaking militancy.26 
 
Endings 
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Opposite a nearly unified disdain for violence sat an equally broad appreciation 
for the home. Judge Joseph E Gary described his opposition as he sentenced the printer 
and writers on trial at for the Haymarket Affair to hang. Anarchism would never take root 
in America, he claimed, “[t]he people of this country love their institutions. They love 
their homes. They love their property.”27 The goal of the vast majority of working class 
people in the 1920s was not the abolition of private property. As E.P. Thompson has 
outlined, even a unified working class rioting for bread still wanted to pay what they 
considered a fair price. The American working class in the 1920s had a similar respect for 
private property.28 Indeed, the abolition of private property did not even seem to be the 
primary goal of most revolutionary anarchists, who prioritized violent attacks on the 
government over communal living. Most Americans strove, as Judge Gary had intimated, 
to create homes. The radical homelessness of slapstick might destroy homes but it 
replaced those homes obliterated by oncoming trains or hurricanes with the potential of a 
new home, suggested by a couple holding hands, as in One Week, or by an impending 
marriage, as in Steamboat Bill, Jr., when Keaton swims across a river with a priest in 
tow.  
Of Keaton’s first twelve features, seven of them end in marriage, four of them end 
in some version of coupledom (this includes Sherlock Jr. and The General, which seem 
to imply marriage could be around the corner), and a twelfth one, Go West, ends with 
Buster’s character pairing off, mostly likely platonically, with a cow. Keaton’s practice 
did not differ much from Griffith’s—The Birth of a Nation ends with a double 
honeymoon. Way Down East’s final sequence features a triple marriage. The same could 
be said of many of DeMille’s motion pictures from Male and Female (1919) to The 
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Volga Boatman (1926). Yet, the marriages in these films signal much greater meanings. 
In The Birth of a Nation, Griffith transitions from the double honeymoon to images of a 
giant, superimposed Jesus presiding over a room of toga wearing, neo-classical citizens. 
The intertitle calls it “the gentle Prince in the Hall of Brotherly Love in the City of 
Peace,” and the marriage has generally been interpreted to signify the new unity of the 
United States whose “whiteness” has been restored. The marriages in Keaton’s pictures, 
however, do not signify anything beyond the marriage of two people. They resoundingly 
depict marriage as quotidian. Often Keaton’s marriages bring together members of 
different classes or regions, as in College or Our Hospitality. Yet, unlike in Way Down 
East or The Volga Boatman, this cross-class marriage does not symbolize the redemption 
of a fallen woman or the crowning notion of The Volga Boatman that, as the final 
intertitle reads, “You will need the blood of old Russia to help you build the new Russia.” 
Rather, it serves as a means of ending without ending, a sign that everyday life continues 
until death.  
In Sherlock Jr., Keaton ends the movie with a gag about the standard Hollywood 
trope of ending a film with marriage and its incompatibility with life as it is lived. 
Sherlock Jr. stands out as Keaton’s most experimental narrative. The climactic resolution 
of the plot happens off screen. In a repudiation of the detective genre, the family solves 
the mystery without Keaton’s help and un-witnessed by the audience. The audience 
discovers they have missed the narrative climax when Kathryn McGuire comes into the 
projection booth and apologizes on behalf of her family for suspecting Keaton’s 
character, the projectionist, of having stolen her father’s watch. Unsure how to react to 
her apology, Keaton’s character looks to the film he is projecting for guidance. He 
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timidly pats her hands with his and then, as she looks away, quickly peers through the 
portal in the projection booth for further direction. The male character in the movie 
within a movie kisses the female character’s hand, so Keaton kisses McGuire’s hand. As 
that seemed to work out well, he turns to the movie a third time: he gives her a ring. After 
fishing around in his many pockets, he slides a ring on her finger, and, next, following the 
guidance of the motion picture industry, Keaton gives McGuire the quickest of pecks, 
their lips meeting for one of the plainest, sparsest kisses in the history of motion pictures. 
After five lovely suggestions, Keaton’s cinematic blueprint leaves him utterly perplexed. 
The movie dissolves to the male character rocking back-and-forth with twins on his lap 
and the female character sitting next to him sewing. The next shot returns to Keaton 
framed by the projection booth. He steps back and scratches his head, and there the 
movie ends, dissolving to black (fig. 4.17 – 4.22). Keaton’s great stone face leaves ample 
space for potential readings, but the most basic may be the most revealing: at one level, 
Keaton’s character simply does not know how to replicate what he has seen. As one of 
the sparsest kisses in the history of motion pictures reminds the audience, Keaton just 
does not have the procedural knowledge to make a baby. With formal symmetry, the end 
of the movie shows Keaton is as bad a by-the-movie smoocher as he was a by-the-book 
detective at the beginning of Sherlock Jr. Unlike in the cinema, the couple cannot 
dissolve to a shot of them with twins. Many things need to happen first, even before sex, 
gestation, and birth. Other valid interpretations of the gag abound, including jokes about 
the prudishness of movies, about what marriage really means within the cinema’s 
lexicon, and so forth. Yet, the idea that real life takes time, paradoxically comes across in 
Keaton’s contemplation of movie endings from the diagetic projection booth.  
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College also ends with a marriage. This time Mary Haynes (Ann Cornwall) 
proposes marriage to Ronald (Buster Keaton). Ronald and Mary go immediately to the 
campus chapel and marry, with Keaton still in his coxswain’s outfit. The movie then 
dissolves into a shot of them minding three kids, a shot of them as an old, gray couple by 
the fire, and a final shot of their tombstones (fig. 4.23 – 4.25). The words “The End” 
superimposed over them for the last seconds of the shot. There is little emotion in these 
three shots. They are together. They talk with each other. One of them sews, smokes a 
pipe, reads a paper or a book. And then they die. College does not have the metatextual 
remove that Sherlock Jr. employs so well, so the time of aging passes with standard 
cinematic discontinuity. The point of this sequence in College, however, is not so much 
the steady beat of time as the inescapable reality of death. Ronald and Mary do not walk 
off into a make-believe world of happily-ever-after and endless American potential, they 
raise kids, grow old, and die. This is not so much the specter of death haunting Keaton’s 
movies as the goal of everyday life, which does not pretend to last forever.  
I do not want to criticize Rob King’s characterization of mass culture too strongly 
here. Although I disagree with his characterization of working class politics, I agree with 
his insistence, against Miriam Hansen, that slapstick movies are often not about “radical 
possibility.” Keaton’s slapstick often comes out against the “radical possibilities” of the 
American Dream, but for different reasons than King suggests. As we saw above, Griffith 
and DeMille see a myriad of potential meanings in white, Christian marriage—including 
reuniting the Union, redeeming fallen women and stamping a sense of continuity into the 
Russian Revolution. In his early feature films, Keaton sees little triumph or redemption in 
marriage. Far from hinting at radical possibilities, slapstick, especially in the late 1920s, 
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reflected on what it meant to live an ordinary life in a world of severely limited 
possibilities. Keaton continued to make slapstick that reached toward realism. His version 
of radical homelessness focused more and more on how the motion of life never stops, 
that is, until it does in death. Life is not a dream realized or a redemption achieved.  
Keaton’s Neighbors (1920), for example, features an intertitle that reads “After 
going to court to end their troubles [the smitten couple’s families are feuding], they have 
a wedding to start more.” Both the bride and the groom’s families do not want them to 
marry. Keaton’s suspenders break while he is dressing for the ceremony. After Keaton 
fishes for the ring in his pockets while unsuccessfully trying to hold up his trousers, the 
judge conducts the rest of the ceremony while sitting on the floor. Joe Robert’s character 
interrupts this break with ceremony and formality by bringing the marriage to a halt, 
hauling his daughter off to his house next door. The betrothed immediately conspire 
across the alleyway. They run away, chased by their fathers. To avoid detection and 
perhaps because Keaton and Fox know where they are going, they slide into the basement 
where the judge who was to marry them is shoveling coal. He marries them there, Keaton 
and Fox sitting at the bottom of a neighborhood coal shoot (fig. 4.26). One lives ordinary 
life day-by-day without much power, without much responsibility beyond oneself and 
one’s family, and punctuated by occasional moments of unexpected, non-narrative panic. 
And then one dies. 
 
Procedural Knowledge as a Tactic of Everyday Life 
Such depictions of everyday life may not be “radical” by revolutionary standards, 
but in the work of scholars like Michel de Certeau and James C. Scott, “the tactics of 
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everyday life” are what the working class had and have at hand. For Certeau, tactics work 
in opposition to strategic thinking. Strategic thinking is the purview of the ruling class. It 
shapes the environment, crafts the rules and regulations and contains assumptions about 
cause-and-effect. Tactical action does none of these things. Those without political power 
use tactics to respond to an environment wherein the rules could change without their 
knowledge. Although those practicing tactics might agree with bombing-throwing 
anarchists that a given system of governance is broken, their response is not political. 
They do not advocate revolution and the assumption of political power. Instead, they 
respond with practical, daily interventions and subversions that allow them to wriggle 
free from some of the impositions of industry and the state.29  
Slapstick’s multivalent depiction of procedural knowledge as a tool that workers 
used for sterling professionalism and for underhanded sabotage places it firmly in the 
category of Certeau’s “tactics” and Scott’s “weapons of the weak.” The goal, then, for 
one of Keaton’s characters who employs procedural knowledge—as it is for the people 
described in Certeau’s and Scott’s scholarships—is practical rather than ideological or, 
even, political. Procedural knowledge did not care to reaffirm the exceptional quality of 
the American Dream or justify the violent overthrow of American oligarchy. Its depiction 
enacts and acknowledges the pragmatic importance of survival. 
How important could survival possibly be in the 1920s? Could something so basic 
shape mass culture? A double gag on procedural knowledge and survival at the end of 
The Cameraman helps elucidate how wildly popular procedural knowledge and survival 
could be in late 1920s mass culture. A rejected Buster (Buster Keaton) returns to his 
nearly obsolete job as a tintype street photographer in New York City. He had tried to be 
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a newsreel cameraman, but he had taken too long to develop his skills. While Keaton 
soldiers on, the folks at MGM newsreel watch the footage he had taken the day before, 
including footage taken by his pet monkey. That footage, the footage taken by a monkey, 
leads his boss to proclaim “That’s the best camera work I’ve seen in years! Get that man 
here quick!” Sally Richards (Marceline Day) rushes out to find him. On his way back to 
MGM, Keaton mistakes a tickertape parade for Charles Lindbergh to be for him. The film 
inserts a few seconds of newsreel footage of Lindbergh, cuts back to Keaton and Day and 
fades to the end title sequence.  
At first glimpse the gag seems to merely be one of ridiculous contrast and 
mistaken self-importance. Day had told Keaton that “Everybody is talking about you! 
They are waiting to give you a great reception!” When everyone on the street starts to 
cheer, Keaton soaks it in. The gag, however, also gestures toward the popular fascination 
with procedural knowledge, endurance and survival. Lindbergh’s had to do one relatively 
basic and physically demanding thing for 33.5 hours—fly a plane—without becoming the 
victim of an unlucky technical malfunction or dangerous weather. On the surface, 
Lindbergh may have dominated the headlines because of the public’s fascination with 
both daredevils and the new technology of flight. Yet, as Keaton’s slapstick had carefully 
detailed throughout the 1920s, procedural knowledge helps make daring technological 
advancement possible. 
The difference in their virtuosic performances hinges on what they signify for the 
future. Lindbergh’s marshaling of his procedural memory proved the airplane could span 
the Atlantic. It heralded an exciting new future for travel and trade, a future whose effects 
on the world’s working poor would be decidedly mixed and unpredictable, as James C. 
	 232	
Scott and many others have shown. Slapstick’s relation to procedural memory did the 
opposite. Instead of demonstrating what could be, it demonstrated how people might 
continue to be, how they might survive. In the case of Keaton in The Cameraman, he 
manages to hold on to his new job and survive the obsolescence of photographic tintypes. 
If there is a radical potentiality in slapstick, it is the radical potentiality of tactical 
resistance, of creative misuse, of making do.  
In this engagement with survival, slapstick’s complex engagement with the home 
and the tactics of everyday life offer some insight into the formation of mass culture. The 
falling home façade gag that Keaton included in his first co-directed short, One Week, 
reappears on a bigger scale in Steamboat Bill, Jr. It is bigger in the sense that the house’s 
façade is bigger, but it is also bigger in the sense that Keaton and his team destroy, not 
just a house, but a whole town in Steamboat. A storm tears everything apart. It rips the 
roof and walls off the hospital. It topples the local theater. It sends houses flying through 
the air. 
In Steamboat Bill, Jr. right as the storm begins to swell, there is a sequence that 
speaks to the working class’s paradoxical desire for orderly, non-chaotic, non-
revolutionary disruption. Bill Jr. (Buster Keaton) has been trying to break his father 
(Ernest Torrence) out of jail, and he has been failing miserably. The tools he baked into a 
loaf of bread drop out of one end and clang to the floor. Bill Jr.’s ineptitude both 
frustrates his father and warms him to a son he has not seen since early childhood. After a 
series of mishaps, Bill Sr. escapes, but Junior is not so lucky. The sheriff pistol whips an 
unsuspecting Keaton on the back of his head. Like Keaton’s death at the hands of the 
police in Cops, the camera cuts away from this violence and does not show it. The 
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brutality of the sheriff’s action is not mitigated by Keaton’s comic performance. Instead it 
is left to the imagination, suggesting it must have been a truly violent crack across the 
back of Bill Sr.’s son’s skull. It spurs Bill Sr. to action. He calmly walks out of the woods 
where he was hiding, turns the sheriff around to face him—a courtesy the sheriff did not 
offer Junior—and punches him on the jaw. He then walks, at the same slow pace, back 
into the jail (fig. 4.27 and 4.28). Like the historian E.P. Thompson’s description of some 
bread and food riots in 18th and 19th century England in The Making of the English 
Working Class, Bill Sr. does not imagine or want revolutionary change. The law is still 
the law. Although he was initially put into jail under dubious circumstance, he knows that 
if he strikes a sheriff, he belongs back in jail. What he does wish for and enact is a world 
where wrongfully beating his son is swiftly punished. Rather than revolutionary change, 
he wants a fair, even an old-fashioned, system.30  
Bill Sr.’s desire for a fair system has a complex relationship to new technology 
and, through new technology, to chance. He initially was put in jail for a fight that 
erupted after he accused his competitor, John James King, of orchestrating the 
condemnation of his steamboat. King, who owns a number of properties in town, 
including the hotel, had just recently constructed a brand-new steamboat. He wanted to 
put Bill Sr. out of business, and he employed numerous means to accomplish this. As 
Thompson noted, a fair system can be hard to find in a capitalist world where the system 
changes regularly for the benefit of the most privileged. Whether it was scientific 
management, the industrialization of the railroad, or, in King’s case, the monopolization 
of the town’s commercial property, attempts to tame chance seemed to regularly limit the 
autonomy and the earning power of the weak.  
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Yet, the most vulnerable are also in danger when the confidence of the most 
privileged in their taming of chance falls dreadfully short. The historical source for 
Steamboat Bill, Jr. is The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. The Great Mississippi Flood 
displaced over 600,000 people, many of whom joined The Great Migration. Within the 
context of The Great Mississippi Flood, Keaton’s destruction of a whole town would 
have been understood as a critique of the Army Corp of Engineers’ analysis for how to 
prevent flooding. After years of study, the Corp had adopted a levees-only approach to 
flood management along the Mississippi. They predicted it would work. It failed 
miserably.31 Yet, its failure devastated the poor disproportionally, especially black 
Americans and, generally less so, white yeoman farmers. Disorder and chaos do not have 
the same negative effects on everyone. The radical homelessness of slapstick is not 
merely a theoretical rethinking of the home, it is also an acknowledgement that the 
economic realities of the most vulnerable often mean that catastrophes, from war to 
weather, leave them literally homeless.  
These later slapstick narratives often integrated Keaton’s practical, non-
ideological modeling of procedural knowledge as a tactic of everyday survival with an 
acknowledgement of the devastation of a flood or of industrialization. By pairing the use 
of procedural knowledge with acknowledgements of the brokenness of the capitalist 
system, Keaton modeled a non-revolutionary, non-political way to create a stronger 
working-class consciousness during a period when state and anarchist violence fractured 
the working class into countless factions.  
Building narrative up from visual habits, procedural memory and historical events 
keeps the patterns of violence and destruction from being hidden even when feature 
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length slapstick pictures failed to contain victims of such violence. Despite occasionally 
addressing issues like female suffrage and race, Keaton generally avoided displays of 
racialized or gendered violence and death, preferring to allow his own body and the 
bodies of other primary actors to be sites of extreme, hyperbolic, and quickly 
disappearing, yet repetitive suffering. As Muriel Andrin noted, critics faulted Keaton for 
showing the death of soldiers in The General. Keaton’s previous visualizations of death, 
Andrin reminds us, were pictures of tombstones at the end of Cops and College. Death in 
the middle of a slapstick film, to paraphrase a critic, shatters the illusion of invincibility.32 
For film scholar Petr Kral, the overabundance of bodies and objects in slapstick was a 
“frenzy of material” that made “us feel the strength, the weight and the texture of 
things.”33 Yet, Keaton rarely put the weight of that frenzy on an actual, historically 
accurate victim. Such a representation, by a white male filmmaker, of violence to women 
or to black men would be problematic now. During Keaton’s time, when lynchings and 
beatings were regularly occurring, documented events, it would have been unthinkable, 
not because Keaton evinced some deep racial or gender empathy, but because the vast 
majority of the United States did not.34 The most visible pattern of violence in America at 
the time was the back-and-forth class violence that had in the eyes of Du Bois and others 
started with slavery and the Civil War, bubbled up unexpectedly in the 1877 Railroad 
Strikes and had continued on through Haymarket up to the 1920s. That women and black 
Americans played a less than equal role in slapstick’s representation of that violence 
speaks to the enormity of the ever-on-going struggle for equality and the split in the 
American collective memory between race and class that Du Bois addressed above. 
Although Keaton made very few active efforts of inclusion, his focus on patterns of 
	 236	
motion and violence explicitly left no one out. Whereas Pinkerton and later J. Edgar 
Hoover tried to label the violence as communist—leaning on particular events like the 
Paris Commune and the Bolshevik Revolution to define the whole and spread fear—
Keaton saw the militancy of the disparate working class as unpredictable, non-ideological 
resistance to the travails of capitalism.35 He contrasted these patterns of violence with 
representations of everyday life, fashioning a narrative approach to lived experience, 
survival, and resistance that could continue to exist as a working model for feature 
filmmaking. 
The work of the British artist Steve McQueen points toward how slapstick’s 
narrative structure lends itself to adaptation and reworking. In 1997 McQueen made a 
short 16mm film called Deadpan, which reenacts the falling house façade from One 
Week and Steamboat Bill, Jr. McQueen put himself in Keaton’s place, filming a house 
façade falling around him from a variety of angles (fig. 4.29 – 4.30). In 1999, he made 
Drumroll, placing cameras in three oil drums. He rolled those drums down 56th, 57th, and 
58th streets in Manhattan. The images were shown together as a triptych—a non-narrative 
chase without an object. Drumroll, Deadpan, and other shorts evolved into McQueen’s 
current feature film practice. Not unlike the story of 1910s and 1920s slapstick, he has 
moved from shorts to features, folding historical events into a practice that began as non-
narrative. For example, his films Hunger (2008) and 12 Years a Slave (2013) retold 
contentious histories. Yet, his practice, in his words, remains interested in “newness” and 
“obliterating the frame.”36 Although he now often turns to long takes for his non-
narrative interruptions—the long take being much more part of today’s visual habits—his 
techniques expand upon slapstick’s narrative practices. In the meanwhile, when D.W. 
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Griffith’s work gets remade, as it did with DJ Spooky’s remix of The Birth of a Nation, 
called Rebirth of a Nation (2004), critics describe it as a “digital exorcism.”37 Or, it runs 
into analogous problems of power and personal history, as it did with Nate Parker’s 
appropriation of the title for his retelling of the Nat Turner rebellion in The Birth of a 
Nation (2016).38 The narrative model that slapstick filmmakers innovated in the 1910s 
and 1920s continues to function in the hands of filmmakers that understand how to 
rework it. 
Cognitive science in the 1920s and today often thinks about seeing patterns as a 
low-level cognitive activity. Crafting a story or practicing careful analysis allegedly 
requires higher-level brain function. It marks the work of a more evolved mind. Slapstick 
filmmakers did not agree. Slapstick filmmakers who made the transition to motion 
pictures from vaudeville often had the benefit of perspective. They had transitioned from 
a different medium to the new technology of cinema, and they recognized how film 
appealed to newly developed habits and had, in fact, emerged with them. Habits revealed 
secrets, whether industrial or domestic, societal or individual. Scientific managers, for 
example, pried habits loose from guilds and studied workers themselves for patterns, 
work that, despite the good intentions of some, gave the industrialists more power. If 
patterns and habits could not be uncovered, they were often manufactured and 
fictionalized to give managers more control over their workers. Cinema offered an 
opportunity to demonstrate the value that modernism placed on so-called primitive ways 
of seeing. Patterns of motion unlocked efficiencies, told histories, and tamed chance. 
When patterns revealed the destructive habits of capital, narratives often stepped 
in to explain the patterns away. For slapstick filmmakers the pattern of destruction was 
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enough. The history of the Great 1877 Railroad Strike, the Haymarket Affair, the 
Homestead Strike and others were not usually told. When they were told, it was generally 
by people like Pinkerton and J. Edgar Hoover. In the public declarations of Pinkerton and 
Hoover, these strikes were all the same, a communist cancer that needed to be excised 
from the body of the Republic, rather than a part of the Republic itself. Pinkerton and 
Hoover did much of that excising, effectively exiling radical voices and, eventually, 
Charlie Chaplin.39 Chaplin and Keaton, however, unlike Emma Goldman or Hoover 
himself, aspired to remove the political ideology from the conversation and merely 
observe the pattern. In their short window from 1915 to 1928, a window when Hoover’s 
rhetoric sought to confine the varied arguments of Marxist historians, anarchists, and 
labor organizers, they presented something not determined by ideology. Slapstick, at its 
best, told a history of labor and capital as an embodied experience grounded in historical 
facts, technological contingencies, quotidian experiences, and procedural memories. 
Slapstick saw in mass culture a place to acknowledge realities that traditional narrative 
structure’s “universal” morality had no room for.  
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Conclusion 
What it means to write about politics, state power and the comic has changed 
drastically since I began this dissertation. It is very reasonable to question the efficacy of 
humor to effect social change at a time when Donald Trump has risen to power despite 
(or, perhaps, because of) the jokes and barbs of a cornucopia of mostly interchangeable 
late-night comics. They appear to be adversaries, these comics and politicians, and, yet, 
they seem to aid and amplify each other. However, when it comes to the comic, the point 
of this dissertation has never been to claim that the comic is an effective tool of the 
powerful, of those who can easily make their voices heard. As the writer Salcia 
Landmann noted in Jüdische Witze, the comic can be a weapon of the weak. This is not 
because the comic has distinguished itself as an effective tool, but because it is one of the 
tools available to the weak. The comic cannot compete with the writing of legislation or 
executive orders. It loses out to clever administrators time and again. When J. Edgar 
Hoover stood toe-to-splayed-toe with Charlie Chaplin, Hoover effectively badgered 
Chaplin into exile—much like he helped the Justice Department strip Emma Goldman of 
her U.S. citizenship and deport her over thirty years earlier. There is not a joke out there 
that gives one citizenship or that keeps it from being taken away.  
The differences, between then, that is the 1910s and 1920s and now, are many, 
running the gambit from the self-regard of the comics to the socio-political realities of 
their audiences, from the nature of humor to the nature of ideas. To briefly summarize 
them here, 1910s and 1920s cinema and slapstick comedy, in particular, had a different 
and much vaster audience than The Daily Show or other political satire shows have today. 
That is largely because America is different now—wealthier, post-industrial—but it is 
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also because Keaton and Chaplin deliberately made more than just satire. They cared 
deeply about political realities. But the hourly or daily news cycle held no interest for 
them because they cared much more about daily existence than they did about daily, and 
invariably American, “news.” Their eschewing of news and its analysis helped make 
them global stars in a way that no political satirist could be. Second, they rarely thought 
of themselves as political commentators or even as “artists,” Keaton never did, and 
Chaplin only for brief moments later in his career. If one might hazard an analogy, 
Keaton or Chaplin today would be more like Vin Diesel or Jackie Chan than John 
Stewart. They were massively popular, Chaplin especially. Finally, they were comics in 
the biggest sense of the word. Instead of exposing the emptiness of political utterances or 
at best delving into the singular ridiculousness of a political idea, slapstick could be about 
rich, contradictory but interwoven strands of history. Slapstick’s ability to bring together 
the weight of historical materiality was a valuable tool for sorting out the ways that 
competing political parties harnessed their separate ideologies in combination to split the 
working class. A good critique might eventually criticize everyone, but a great comic 
helps one see the world as it is.  
Let me offer an unfair but illustrative comparison between Buster Keaton and 
John Stewart. When it came to the largest terrorist attacks of their time—the 1920 Wall 
Street Bombing and the 9/11 World Trade Center Attack—Keaton responded by making 
a two-reel comedy called Cops, while John Stewart spoke bravely and genuinely about 
why he “grieves” but does not “despair.” In Cops, as I have described, Keaton implicated 
himself. He represents himself unintentionally tossing a bomb. He also enacts his own 
death at the hands of the police. Yet, while he exposes the police’s brutal treatment of 
	 241	
anarchists and labor organizers, he also conjures up images of the 1919 Boston police 
strike. Their collective action led to all of Boston’s striking policemen being fired and 
replaced by WWI veterans (for the record, some of the fired police were WWI veterans 
as well). It catapulted then Governor Coolidge to national fame and eventually the 
presidency. Meanwhile, ten years after speaking so honestly, Stewart genuinely 
celebrated Osama bin Laden’s death with confetti and balloons. Clearly, these are very 
different events and not too much can be made from this comparison other than to say 
that the time afforded deep-thinking in the creation of a two-reel comedy greatly 
surpassed the time for thought the staff at The Daily Show are afforded. Stewart reacted, 
honestly and immediately, and showed very human, relatable emotions and partisanship 
toward his country and his beliefs. Keaton may very well have reacted similarly in a 
similar situation, but he worked hard to never place himself in such a comic bind. (And 
he rarely did despite later in his career taking schlocky roles and doing silly 
commercials.) Rather, he elevated the comic toward something much too clear-eyed, 
contradictory and forgiving to be individuated and personally relatable—a comic broadly 
in touch with nearly everyone’s suffering. 
Ultimately, the difference between political humor today and slapstick may 
simply come down to how one reckons the distance needed from the structures of power 
and privilege to properly acknowledge the existence of a proletariat in America—that is 
to say, the existence of a working poor, and of poor children, elderly adults and the sick 
and disabled, as opposed to the moralizing, narrative myth of a lazy poor who fail 
personally to take opportunity by the horns. Keaton’s proletariat included the anarchist 
and the policeman. That they fought one another and ended up killing some poor Buster 
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in the wrong place at the wrong time does not change the system, but it does more than 
simply critique power from a position of righteousness or affirm nationalist violence. 
Keaton acknowledged the working-class and the everyday realities of their lives. He 
valued that acknowledgement and interaction with his audience over the possibility of 
placing himself in dialogue with the powerful. 
The goal of this dissertation has been to demonstrate how a cinematic aesthetic 
grounded in nearly universal and quintessentially modern visual habits and mixed with 
the comic can be built up into an alternative narrative structure that represents the 
quotidian struggles of the weak. Throughout this project I have used other aesthetics, that 
of the science of work and Scientific Management and that of classical Hollywood 
narrative structure, especially through the films of D.W. Griffith, to throw slapstick’s 
aesthetic into greater relief. However, I have never intended to be essentializing. As I 
have shown, slapstick could be critical of violent anarchism and state violence. More than 
that, slapstick could and can be reactionary or merely pointless—offering no meaningful 
connection to any class realities—comics like Blake Edwards or Jack Benny come to 
mind. 
Yet, at its best, 1910s and 1920s slapstick aspired and often succeeded in 
grounding an ideological struggle about the nature of political systems and their social 
and moral codes in the material details and histories of everyday life. When it triumphed, 
slapstick found a means of making the mechanical, grinding aspects of the everyday 
compellingly visible. In the instances I have analyzed, this has been by appealing to 
already established habits of seeing and then upending those habits in unexpected and 
thrilling ways. Such pat, happy-endings might be seen as trite by committed 
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revolutionaries, and reasonably so. However, even committed revolutionaries have failed 
to give the story of class struggle an ending with which they would be satisfied. The 
Keaton’s occasional triumphs were no victories over the future, no Bolshevik 
Revolutions, they were merely descriptions of the problem. As I have shown, by varying 
the pat with a variety of other endings, including the unending and death itself, slapstick 
has pointed to the very ridiculousness of narrative construction, even while using it as a 
vehicle for materialist representations of everyday suffering and joy.  
When Chaplin claimed, “I am not a Republican or a Democrat, I’m a clown,” we 
may do well to take him at his word. Not because he was a communist or a socialist 
instead of a more conventional political being, but because in his and Keaton’s materialist 
world—a world where Democrats fought to practically re-enslave black Americans and 
where, at the same time, Republican called on federal, state and local troops to fire upon 
crowds of striking families—being a clown was the only identification he felt he could 
make. That it could be one, I hope I have persuaded you.  																																																								
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Illustrations 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. The science of work’s visual style for presenting motion made it into Bobby 
Jones’s popular series of instructional golf films that played in cinemas across the nation. 
From How I Play Golf, by Bobby Jones (1931). 
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Fig. 2. Charlie Chaplin and Marie Dressler dancing in Tillie’s Punctured Romance 
(1914). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3. Production still from The Birth of a Nation (1915). 
 
 
	 265	
 
 
Fig. 4. The Chinese character from Tse and Cavanagh’s experiment with visual motion 
processing. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5. The interior of one of Hale’s Tours of the World, with the screen in the center. The 
cinema is built to resemble the interior of a railroad car. 
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Fig. 6. A still image of Loie Fuller in the midst of her serpentine dance.   
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Chapter One 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.1. A political cartoon from November 1, 1919 by Sidney Joseph Greene. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.2. A screen grab from The Bellboy (1918) with Al St. John.  
	 268	
  
 
Fig. 1.3. A screen grab of a wire-suspended basket knocking off Joe Keaton’s hat in The 
Bellboy.  
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.4. The start of Al St. John’s tumble from The Bellboy. Al St. John is on the left.  
	 269	
 
 
Fig. 1.5. Al St. John’s handspring into a chair, from The Bellboy. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.6. The tamed chaos of this sequence, which still images cannot fully represent, 
concentrates around the table on the right, where the numerous bodies of the dinners in 
motion clashed with Al St. John’s as and after he tumbled over their dinner. From The 
Bellboy.  
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Fig. 1.7. Georges Demeny walking with lights and dots making his horizontal motion 
across the frame legible.  
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.8. Georges Demeny, a talented athlete, fencing. The contrast between his foil and 
the black background adds to the image’s legibility. 
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Fig. 1.9. An example of the graphic method from Physics in Everyday Life (1921). 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.10. An example of the scientific management variation on the graphic method from 
Physics in Everyday Life (1921). 
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Fig. 1.11. What happens when you tell someone how to mix mortar, from The Goat 
(1921). 
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Fig. 1.12 – 1.14. Many hands make light work. A mob of brides is no match for scientific 
management and a single bricklayer in Seven Chances (1925). 
	 274	
 
 
Fig. 1.15. An unnamed one-armed typist working on a “double keyboard machine with 
upper- and lower-case letters requiring no shift key” from Motion Study for the 
Handicapped, page f49. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.16. Publicity still of Harold Lloyd looking shocked, a familiar state for him. 
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Fig. 1.17. Workers watching a motion study film screening from Motion Study for the 
Handicapped, page f9. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.18. A worker in front of a gridded background, working with small light bulbs on 
her hands, from Motion Study for the Handicapped, page f13. 
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Fig. 1.19. A screen grab from How the French Nobleman… (1904). The amateur actor in 
the background catches herself as she unexpectedly falls. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.20. The start of a typical pratfall by Mabel Normand and Fatty Arbuckle. First 
Mabel slaps Fatty across the face. From Mabel’s Wilful Way (1915). 
	 277	
 
 
Fig. 1.21. Next, instead of staggering backwards or moving his face from the slap, Fatty 
throws both feet out in front of himself. His feet are above his sit bones, so that he lands 
safely and the audience can clearly see him hit the ground. By throwing his legs out, he 
inserts a pause, also called a beat, into the choreography before he falls. His fall then 
happens very quickly, efficiency, and along a vertical line. From Mabel’s Wilful Way 
(1915). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.22. Finally, Fatty rolls backwards, throwing a leg or two up into the air for effect. 
From Mabel’s Wilful Way (1915). 
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Fig. 1.23. Buster Keaton momentarily prostrate in the air after throwing himself down a 
sandy mountain. The red line marks his prior movement within the frame. From Seven 
Chances (1925). 
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Fig. 1.24 – 1.26. Buster Keaton running in Seven Chances, Cops and The Cameraman.  
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Fig. 1.27. Franz Reichelt preparing to jump from the Eiffel Tower to test his parachute 
design. 
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Fig. 1.28 – 1.30. Keaton effiicently combines motions to escape the police chief. From 
Cops (1922).  
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Chapter Two 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2.1 – 2.2. The Roman soothsayer predicting the weather and then making a 
correction. From Three Ages (1923). 
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Fig. 2.3. A screen shot of The Southern Railway’s ad concern grade crossings from The 
Manassas Journal. 
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Fig. 2.4. A near grade crossing collision between a train and Buster Keaton, who is riding 
on the handlebars of a motorcycle. From Sherlock Jr. (1924). 
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Fig. 2.5 and 2.6. Screen grabs of Buster Keaton running across a grade-crossing right 
before a train in Seven Chances (1925). 
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Fig. 2.7 and 2.8. These two screen grabs show Méliès executing dynamic physical 
motions while largely staying in the same place within the frame and set. From Le 
Déshabillage impossible (1900). 
	 287	
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2.9 and 2.10. Although these are screen grabs and not consecutive, individual 
frames, they give a sense of the care Méliès took. After stopping the camera and adding a 
piece of clothing to his ensemble, he would painstakingly adopt the same position and set 
of motions with which he had previously been engaged. From Le Déshabillage 
impossible (1900). 
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Fig. 2.11. Keaton primps in front of a faux mirror in Sherlock Jr. (1924). The production 
designer constructed and dressed the set to provide two possible explanations for the 
image.  
 
 
 
Fig. 2.12. In the next shot, Keaton walks through a doorway into a bustling city street. 
His motion bridges two incongruous spaces that seemingly cannot be unified in any other 
way. From Sherlock Jr. (1924). 
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Fig. 2.13 and 2.14. The motion of Keaton’s splashing, especially that of his leading hand, 
matches across these two shots, helping create continuity over an otherwise jarring 
increase in relative size. From Seven Chances (1925). 
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Fig. 2.15. Keaton enters an establishing shot from the left. The composition of the shot 
already suggests a left to right linearity: the jut of land, the positioning of the boat, and 
the strong, horizontal line of the far bank. From Seven Chances (1925). 
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Fig. 2.16 and 2.17. These two settings could be a short run from each other. From How 
the French Nobleman Got a Wife Through the New York Herald Personal Column 
(1904). 
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Fig. 2.18. What time is it? The front window of a watch shop in Seven Chances. Keaton 
eventually finds out what time it is when someone throws their alarm clock out the 
window.  
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2.19. Different types of lines from Paul Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook. Number 30 
resembles a scene from Seven Chances where Keaton runs away from falling boulders 
cascading down a mountain slope. 
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Fig. 2.20. Klee’s “explanation of the terms active, medial, and passive” using the 
example of a falling tree. From Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook. 
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Fig. 2.21 – 2.23. Keaton’s remarkably similar use of a falling tree (see fig. 2.20), which 
offers insight into how Keaton worked with his body as a passive object, using gravity to 
guide it. From Seven Chances (1925). 
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Fig. 2.24 – 2.26. Keaton creates a pattern of entering or exiting the frame from the center 
throughout the film. It is especially concentrated during the chase sequence. From Cops 
(1922). 
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Fig. 2.27. The bomb-throwing anarchist looking down from the roof in Cops. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2.28. The police unknowingly fighting each other in Keaton’s Cops. Following the 
pattern the movie had established, Keaton is centered in the frame.  
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Fig. 2.29. When Keaton absentmindedly walks between the two cops above, they 
accidentally hit each other on the head. From Cops. 
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Fig. 2.30 – 2.32. Keaton is rejected. He opens the door to the precinct, and the cops, pull 
him into the precinct from the center of the frame. The shot fades to black, and the end 
credit appears: a gravestone with Keaton’s hat hanging from its side. From Cops (1922). 
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Chapter Three 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.1. The Four Keatons made-up in stereotypical Irish whiskers and garb. 
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Fig. 3.2. Chaplin inspecting cheese through a gas mask in Shoulder Arms (1918) 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.3. In this illustration from a December 27, 1911 edition of Puck magazine, 
Gompers and McNamara are caught in the flareback of their use and defense of violence.  
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Fig. 3.4. In this shot from The Navigator (1924), Buster Keaton and his co-star, Kathryn 
McGuire, traces lines up, down, and across the frame as they continually miss one 
another. Here McGuire climbs the stairs to the second level, while Keaton climbs to the 
third.  
 
 
 
Fig. 3.5. Keaton, in The Navigator, attempts to get into a U.S. military submarine before 
the indigenous islanders. 
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Fig. 3.6. Édouard Vuillard, Mother and Sister of the Artist, 1893, MoMA. 
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Fig. 3.7. Edgar Degas, Foyer de la Danse, 1872. 
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Fig. 3.8. Henry Matisse, The Dessert: Harmony in Red, 1908, Hermitage Museum.  
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Fig. 3.9. The High Sign, directed by Buster Keaton, 1921. In the final chase sequence the 
characters run through walls and climb through ceilings. 
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Fig. 3.10. The Electric House, directed by Buster Keaton, 1922. The moving staircase 
threw Keaton and broke his leg during filming. 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.11. The Electric House, directed by Buster Keaton, 1922. A small electric train 
provides dinner service, which eventually goes awry.  
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Fig. 3.12 – 3.15. A sequence from One Week, directed by Buster Keaton, 1920, where he 
falls through the chimney into the bath.  
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Fig. 3.16. The Scarecrow, directed by Buster Keaton, 1920. Keaton and Roberts dining 
efficiently, ridiculously, beautifully, and impractically.  
 
 
 
Fig. 3.17. Keaton hosing down the dishes in The Scarecrow. 
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Fig. 3.18. Is the mechanized home a motherless home? From The Scarecrow, 1920. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.19. In this screen grab from The Scarecrow (1920), Keaton pulls his specially-
modified coin back out of the gas meter. Charlie Chaplin also fools a gas meter in The 
Kid (1921). The price of gas had nearly doubled in parts of the United States in 1920. 
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. 
 
Fig. 3.20. Charlie Chaplin and the feeding machine from Modern Times (1936). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.21. The High Sign (1921) directed by Buster Keaton, highlights the strange 
exclusions that are possible within the slapstick house.  
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Fig. 3.22. The High Sign, 1921, and the impossibility of belonging. Keaton tries to cover 
his bases by making the sign of The Blinking Buzzard to the gang leader he has just sent 
down a trap door.   
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Fig. 3.23 and 3.24. Buster Keaton and Sybil Seely react as a train destroys their house in 
One Week (1920). 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.25. Bodies are thrown forward and back by the herky-jerky motion of the early 
train in Our Hospitality (1923). 
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Fig. 3.26. The bumps on the tracks bury Keaton in his top hat in Our Hospitality (1923). 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.27. The early train tracks conform to the environment in Our Hospitality (1923). 
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Fig. 3.28. Shifting the tracks over by hand in Our Hospitality (1923). 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.29. Train tracks are optional in Our Hospitality (1923).  
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Fig. 3.30. The imminent collusion of an engine with its own caboose, from Our 
Hospitality (1920). 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.31. Anna Moore (Lillian Gish) shambles along the horizontal line casting her out 
of the home of Squire Bartlett (Burr McIntosh), who emphatically points to the left edge 
of the frame with his arm in Way Down East (1920). 
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Fig. 3.32. Who’s the damsel now? Talmadge spots a helpless Keaton floating down river 
toward the falls, in Our Hospitality (1923). 
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Fig. 3.33 and 3.34. Keaton tumbling down river and bobbing out of the water like a fish, 
in Our Hospitality (1923). 
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Chapter Four 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.1. Chaplin gone crazy in Modern Times (1936). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.2. The General pushing an uncoupled car, per the historical record, in The General 
(1926). 
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Fig. 4.3. The Federals breaking “out the end of their last box-car, and [dropping] cross-
ties on the rack” as described in Deeds of Valor. From The General (1926). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.4. Keaton dealing with those dropped cross-ties. From The General (1926). 
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Fig. 4.5. Keaton’s look of confusion caps off a short sequence that folded a moment of 
chance and chaos into the narrative. From The General (1926). 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.6. The print of The Great Locomotive Chase from Deeds of Valor. 
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Fig. 4.7 and 4.8. These two shots from The General (1926) clearly work off of the print 
from Deeds of Valor, but they do not slavishly recreate it.  
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Fig. 4.9 and 4.10. In the top screen grab, Annabelle Lee tells Johnnie Gray that she will 
not see him until he is in a uniform. After two locomotive chases, he has finally mustered 
his way into the military. Yet, after all the effort, Gray and Lee are back sitting on The 
General’s coupling rod (one of The General’s visual puns). Keaton punctuated The 
General with many stubborn patterns. 
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Fig. 4.11. Allen Pinkerton’s Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, (304). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.12. Allen Pinkerton’s Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, (238). 
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Fig. 4.13. Allen Pinkerton’s Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, (181). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.14. Allen Pinkerton’s Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, (250). 
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Fig. 4.15. Allen Pinkerton’s Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, (316). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.16. A still from the train crash in The General.  
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Fig. 4.17 and 4.18. From Sherlock Jr. (1924). Keaton looks through the projectionist 
portal to the movie he is screening for what to do next. 
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Fig. 4.19 and 4.20. From Sherlock Jr. (1924). After one of cinema’s most modest pecks, 
Keaton peers out through the projectionist portal again. 
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Fig. 4.21 and 4.22. From Sherlock Jr. (1924). Keaton is not sure how to proceed. 
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Fig. 4.23 – 4.25. Having children, growing old, and dying in under twelve seconds in 
College (1927). 
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Fig. 4.26. Keaton and Fox get hitched after landing in the judge’s basement from 
Neighbors (1920). 
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Fig. 4.27 and 4.28. Bill Sr. punches the sheriff for pistol whipping his boy and then heads 
back to jail on his own accord. From Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928). 
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Fig. 4.29 and 4.30. Steve McQueen in Deadpan (1997) and Buster Keaton in Steamboat 
Bill, Jr. (1928). 
